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      The glow-in-the-dark Blaze Argon exclusive members-only clock next to Jimmy’s bed showed 3:15. He’d been asleep for only thirty paltry minutes.

      A bright light shining through his bedroom window had woken him. The first thought that came to his drowsy, sleepy head was the neighbors’ truck pulling into their driveway. Bobby’s father was the night assistant backup manager in training at the local Gas, Grub, and Go convenience store chain. Number 12. Mr. Bobby’s dad kept odd hours since he was low on the totem pole, as Dad would say.

      Smacking dry, crusty lips, Jimmy regretted the four bottles of Uncle Gus’ Old Thyme Root Beer (only from the longneck bottles. Never a can!) he’d drank as it came back to haunt him, turning into putrid sleep breath.

      The half bag of El Muncho Tortilla Chips he’d found under his bed, and promptly devoured, didn’t help his situation. He thought he’d lost them sometime last summer, but boy-hunger had a way of making his decision to eat the stale and dust-bunny-covered chips not such a difficult decision. Now his mouth tasted like he’d bit down on a fart.

      Not that he’d ever done that; he just imagined that was what it would taste like.

      Jimmy looked like any other unremarkable eleven-year-old in Apple Valley. Thin and gangly, body desperately hoping for the next growth spurt to kick in. Sometimes his arms or legs moved a little off, like he was still growing into his body and getting used to the controls. Much like a puppy growing into its ears. Occasionally Jimmy’d take a misstep, possibly forgetting how to put one foot in front of the other.

      Mom called this the awkward stage when a boy’s caught between being a child and blossoming into a man. It always felt dirty when she’d say that.

      As required by some universal law, Mom had a well-stocked arsenal of embarrassment tools. Just like the surrogate mom in the latest hit rom-com, Make Room for Guadalupe. However, Jimmy would never be caught watching a movie with no over-the-top explosions, no despicable alien invaders with brain-melting ray guns, and no ex-military elite soldier who has a vendetta to settle against a foreign government, but he’d seen plenty of previews of the rom-com on late night commercials. Those were enough to figure out the major plot points. Acts one, two, and three.

      The only thing worse than Jimmy blossoming in any way was when Mom would break out her wallet and proudly show friends and/or family pictures of Naked Jimmy (as Reggie called him).

      Naked Jimmy on a Wheel-O tricycle.

      Naked Jimmy blowing out a birthday candle on a unicorn-colored cake.

      Naked Jimmy asleep on the couch, a pink baby blanket corner tucked ever so gently in his butt crack.

      Or Naked Jimmy just standing in the hallway, being naked.

      He walked on eggshells whenever family visited, one naked picture away from complete humiliation.

      After some of those face-flushing embarrassing moments, he’d lie in bed, tossing, wondering why he’d spent so much naked time in his toddler days.

      Tossing those thoughts aside, Jimmy stumbled out of bed and slid like a DeadWalker to his open window. He kept it cracked because the air conditioner never reached his room at the end of the hallway, having used the last cold air somewhere around the half bath.

      Reggie, Jimmy’s older brother by two years, told him it was because the last family living in this house had found their son in Jimmy’s room. Dead. Killed while he slept. Probably in a bed similar to Jimmy’s. He said the family moved a week later when they found out a clown from the local traveling circus snapped.

      According to Reggie, Squeaky the Sad Clown had a latex allergy. Years of wearing a red plastic nose drove him madder than a hatter. After a week of senseless slaughter, Squeaky made a clean getaway in a very small car before the local police could question him.

      Now, the murdered child’s restless spirit wandered the house every so often, holding a red rubber nose.

      At the time Jimmy had laughed it off. One more of stupid Reggie’s stupid pranks, which weren’t pranks so much as a form of child psychological torment.

      Even as Jimmy laughed off Reggie’s ridiculously wild story, he took his night-light from his drawer and popped it in the outlet. Just in case.

      DeadWalkers were shambling mid-level-hit-point monsters from Boy Battles Bot, the video game Jimmy had been marathoning for eight hours straight on his wood-grain-skinned GameBox console. The game had dropped the day before yesterday, and standing in line for six hours had paid off. In spades.

      His binge had ended thirty minutes ago when he realized he’d probably only blinked once in the past long day.

      With that sudden revelation, his eyes had burned like he’d looked at the sun too long. Little Doug, the hero of the game, had become a blop of fleshy, pixelated tones. His sidekick dog, the wisecracking mastiff Banner, had become a mottled brown splat.

      Jimmy peered out the window of his house, a modest ranch-style home in an older neighborhood of other ranches on the northern end of town in a planned neighborhood, to look at the top of the mostly bare mount his house nestled against.

      Well, technically it was called a butte. But Jimmy could never say that word with a straight face.

      On the mount called Apple Valley Butte, dirt trails ran up and down its sides. A few trees decided to grow there, but they were sparse.

      But tonight, what interested Jimmy was the throbbing light at the top of the mount. The light that had woken him. He didn’t know how he knew, but he did.

      A car, perhaps? But he knew that was impossible. The paths were for walking or biking. No car could make it up the sides. Then maybe a meteor? Excitement grew inside him as he pictured a large chunk of some other planet busting through the atmosphere to plop down right on top of Apple Valley Mount. As he considered this, even in his limited wisdom he thought that kind of peculiar.

      As a new conclusion percolated in his mind, he couldn’t help but give an excited eleven-year-old squeal.

      Aliens.

      It had to be aliens!

      Just like in Boy Battles Bot.

      An advanced civilization in some other galaxy had used up their planet’s resources and were now seeking others. Alien scanners in their alien ships told them Earth was a prime new home world. Oxygen that tasted like wine on their alien palates, green grass more comfortable than any rock bed they had on their distant, cold and dead world. Scouts were sent to report back to their bosses what they found.

      The scouts reported back, yes, in their strange guttural tongue of clicks and spews, Earth is ripe for the taking.

      Jimmy was at that critical junction in his young life, eleven years on this planet, when he wholeheartedly believed bravery was nobler than anything else. Even common sense. But bravery as he defined it to be.

      Bravery could take many forms: sneaking into Reggie’s room to rub his sweaty butt (that word!) on his pillow, to eat a jalapeño on a dare, or to investigate a strange alien light at the top of a mount in the middle of the night.

      Those all amounted to bravery, more or less. Especially leaving the house at night. Alone. In the dark.

      “I need to get prepared,” Jimmy said to himself, bravery welling in him. Bravery that would overcome any childish darkness-fear he was clinging to.

      He’d watched enough B-movie sci-fi to know if the aliens were serious and brought out death-ray guns, he wouldn’t stand a chance. No amount of preparing could keep him from getting fried like an egg by unfathomable technology.

      However, if they wanted warm human bodies for some freaky medical experiments, that he could do something about.

      Going to his closet, he opened the door slowly, anticipating an avalanche of clothes he’d sworn to Mom he would wash. Instead he’d been shoving them in here. But there was no avalanche.

      In the still night air, the closet reeked of boy sweat. Even if there were clean clothes in here, they would’ve been infected by his dirty underwear and ketchup-stained tee shirts.

      Pushing this pile aside, he found what he was looking for at the back of the closet. His Junior Slugger wooden bat.

      His hands gripped the tape-wrapped handle, and he brought it out with the same solemnity King Arthur had when he lifted Excalibur. Jimmy slid his glove off the end and assumed a batting stance, one he’d picked up in baseball camp a couple of years ago. He weighed the bat in his hands, just like the pros. If he had a plug of chew in his mouth, he would’ve spit.

      His pillow then became a target, and he gave it a couple of well-placed, controlled swings, nodding in approval with each bone-crushing blow. This would make a good weapon for hand-to-hand combat. The up close and dirty business, as military folk no doubt called it.

      Jimmy was determined not to let any alien get close enough to probe him.

      While at the closet, he changed out of his pajamas into the least stinky shirt, a red-striped number that he always felt made him look a year older. He found some shorts. Shoes were next. Then he took out of the closet a denim backpack resting on a wall hook.

      The denim flaming-bat backpack.

      Bored out of his skull in sixth-period history last year, he’d managed to sketch out a flaming bat on the backpack’s denim cargo pocket. It was one of those rare moments when his hands actually matched his expectations. A couple of schoolmates even said the image was cool, thinking it was part of the original design. One was a ninth grader.

      Not quite sure what to pack for a trip to face brain-melting aliens, Jimmy decided food was a good start. The bag of remaining El Muncho Tortilla Chips made it into the backpack.

      So did a pack of gum. Flav-O-Blast. It was cinnamon, which tasted like medicine and burned his tongue. Reggie had told Mom it was Jimmy’s favorite flavor. He knew Jimmy hated it, so it had sat on his dresser for six months now. But it would do in a pinch.

      He swiped his cell off the nightstand. This would work as a flashlight. He slid it in his pocket.

      Then he noticed also on his nightstand his dog-eared wire-bound orange notepad with an eraserless stubby pencil pushed through the spiral wire. Dad said erasers were for indecisive jellyfish-spined low-level cubicle workers.

      On the heels of the successful flaming bat on his backpack, Jimmy had attempted the same image on this notepad. But that one looked more like a sparrow on fire.

      The notepad had first started its notebook life as a shopping list, then migrated to Jimmy’s résumé.

      Dad had always said it was a dog-eat-dog world, and everyone wore meat underwear. The business world was full of cutthroats and corporate yes-men. Survival of the fittest, mixed martial arts rules with no headgear applied. Take no prisoners.

      And critical to this was the Holy Grail of work documents, the résumé. A piece of paper reducing intricate human personality, complex emotion, and dynamic interaction into a few lines of stock business lingo.

      Dad also said the résumé was the portal to escape the mediocrity of middle-class existence. The résumé separated the working-class unwashed masses from the white-shirt button-up upper middle managers. That was where Dad was heading.

      Every menial life task can become a valuable business skill, Dad had read one day in his Think like a Tycoon business book he’d picked up from the local book fair/farmers’ market for a nickel.

      Taking out the trash became able to move inconsequential items aside.

      Folding dog blankets became meticulous execution of complex processes.

      In order to succeed in this cutthroat world, you had to stand out.

      As he thought of it, Jimmy realized a résumé was nothing more than a business-world stat sheet. Just like the stat sheet in the latest hit tabletop RPG sweeping the country, Farmland and Furrows.

      And on this dangerous venture outside, he was sure he could acquire business skills that could land him a job as an assembly line foreman or some other distinguished career. Without any more hesitation, Jimmy snatched the spiral notebook off the table and crammed it in his backpack.

      Finally, he opened his dresser and took out his red baseball cap.

      Dad had taken a rare day off from the daily grind and they’d gone to watch the local sub-minor league team a town over, the Orange Valley Crushers, play. While there, Dad had surprised him with this cap. This had happened a couple of years ago and was the reason Jimmy decided to go to baseball camp that summer.

      Now, the cap was as much a part of him as the cowlick on his head. His brand, as slick marketers in glass-walled offices in big cities would call it.

      He flexed the worn bill, then squared it on his head. Still a perfect fit.

      With his denim flaming-bat backpack slung over his shoulder and his slugger in hand, Jimmy left his room. He creeped down the hallway with exaggerated tiptoes, thinking he pretty much could pass as any eastern ninja assassin. He didn’t want to risk waking Mom or Reggie. Or worse, Max.

      At ten years old (seventy people years, according to Jimmy’s math skills), the old dog’s eyes weren’t that good anymore. For the most part he sat around eating, sleeping, and barking at random objects. In that order.

      “Hey, boy,” Jimmy whispered as he snuck close to Max, bending down to pet the Labrador’s fluffy neck. He was on his side on the kitchen floor. He liked the cold.

      A startled growl escaped from Max’s mouth but quickly turned into tail thwaps against the linoleum as he recognized his boy master, the one who fed him.

      “You want to go on an adventure, boy?” Jimmy asked his dog as he thought of Little Doug and his dog, Banner. This might just be like the video game. If only Max could talk like Banner.

      Banner had an accent that reminded Jimmy of any number of gangster movies. The mob. Tommy guns and spaghetti. The kind of voice that would continually say Fuget about it! no matter the situation.

      For a moment Jimmy wondered what accent Max would have if he could speak. Instead, Max dropped his head back to the floor. His tail wags stopped.

      “Come on, Max.” Jimmy pushed on his shoulder, folded one ear back, and pulled a flappy jowl from his teeth so that it snapped back like a rubber band. He repeated this.

      Finally, with a low, nonaggressive growl of annoyance, Max shifted his weight and slowly stood. Casually he walked to his water bowl and took a couple of sloppy laps. This reminded Jimmy to grab a water bottle from the fridge.

      As he did, he picked up a box of Cheez-O creamy, cheesy snack crackers off the counter. Now this got Max’s attention. He sat on his haunches in front of Jimmy, his tail sweeping the floor. New life had sprung into him.

      “Alright,” Jimmy said as he took one crispy orange cheese-coated wafer out and pitched it to Max. This was one of the only times Max moved with speed and a sense of purpose. He snatched the Cheez-O from the air like a dog ninja master and had it swallowed, all in one motion. Jimmy was sure it hadn’t even touched his tongue.

      “Good boy,” Jimmy said as he patted Max on the head. He put the box in his backpack and zipped it back up. There’s always room for extra snacks.

      As Jimmy made his way to the front door, slowly opening it and then stepping outside, Max followed his owner, his old dog eyes never losing sight of the backpack that contained the Cheez-Os.
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      Like any red-blooded American, Jimmy had snuck out of the house at night on a few occasions. Of course, those daring times were completely justifiable in one way or another.

      The first he could remember was when Bobby, his next-door neighbor and friend for about three years now, practically his whole life, lured him out with the promise of egging the Joneses’ palatial mansion across town. Apple Valley was small enough that two determined boys could hoof it from one end to the other in an hour or two.

      Jimmy wasn’t sure what Big Mouth Molly, the Joneses’ self-proclaimed debutant, spoiled-brat, cheerleader daughter had done to Bobby. Those two had as much bad history as two rival Chinese gangs fighting for control of the local fish market.

      Like any fifth grader, Jimmy knew of Big Mouth Molly in the eighth grade, but she had no clue of him. He knew her by her nickname, as most worthwhile nicknames sweep through elementary schools like communicable viruses passed on by dirty water fountains.

      A year ago, Bobby had tripped Big Mouth Molly in the lunchroom. At that time she was still only Molly, the cheerleader.

      Her tray hit the floor and her wedge of half-baked lasagna slid across the cheap linoleum. Green beans scattered like hoodlums from a crack house during a police raid.

      In hot anger, Molly jumped up (yes, stood!) on a cafeteria table and flayed poor Bobby with an acerbic monologue.

      Her shrill, penetrating voice shut down the lunchroom white-noise chatter as all eyes focused on her. Even the buffet production line (both the hot meal and junk food lines) stalled as the stoic lunchroom servers stopped mid-scoop to witness the event. Mashed potatoes grew cold, and the Salisbury steak gravy congealed.

      That was the moment in Jimmy’s life when he finally comprehended the saying words hurt harder than fists.

      The following week Bobby conveniently took a vacation. In fact, he needed to lie low for a while to let the storm pass. Everyone knew the verbal lashing and public humiliation he’d received from the newly crowned Big Mouth Molly that day was near unrecoverable.

      Bobby finally returned to school, but he was a different man. A shattered man. Shattered beyond repair.

      A year later, that event was still whispered about during kindergarten nap time. And Bobby never would tell if he’d meant to trip her or not. Being the good friend he was, Jimmy never pressed the issue, just laughed about it behind his back. He just assumed Bobby had made a bad lunchroom tactical mistake. And paid dearly.

      Whatever had happened between them in their latest encounter was serious enough to require two dozen eggs.

      On their way to the Joneses’ mansion estate, which had been featured on public-access TV at least three times in the past year, they got lost and ended up using the eggs on each other in a spur-of-the-moment melee. They never made it to the mansion.

      The next time Jimmy could remember sneaking out at night was when Bobby had a dream that at 12 a.m. on a cold Sunday if they stood outside for thirty minutes without a coat, it would rain dollars on them. It sounded too crazy not to be true.

      Jimmy ended up with a cold. But in the end it worked out because he missed three days of school. That was as good as money in the bank.

      Come to think of it, this was the first time Jimmy had decided to go out on his own at night, solo. In the night to face who knows what.

      For a brief moment, as he closed the gate to the white picket fence surrounding his house, he felt the darkness close in on him. The only light, the mysterious light at the top of the mount. Its odd luminance a beacon for who knows what.

      The rest of the neighborhood was quiet and mostly dark. A porch light or two was left on, enough to welcome local mosquitos and other bloodsucking insects carrying some foreign virus, ready to infect him with one quick, painful jab.

      Of course, someone of Jimmy’s bravery didn’t think the disquieting feeling was because he was scared of the dark or any nonsense like that. It had to be something else. Like maybe the cold wind. Or the insects ready to drop a plague on the world.

      Still, he considered sneaking over to Bobby’s window and dragging him from bed. He couldn’t miss out on this.

      Or better yet, Jimmy could make sure the aliens were there, then come back for Bobby. That plan sounded even better despite him having to go it alone for a bit. But he’d learned enough battle skills from the diet of endless video games and trashy violent movies to take care of himself. Popular media was a good teacher, after all.

      The mount was a short distance from Jimmy’s house. No more than a half mile before he’d reach the base. Bushes and sporadic trees dotted the land, scraggly grass and rocks the rest. And it was all funeral home quiet.

      Normally, Jimmy wouldn’t be caught out here in the middle of the night by himself. But the possibility of aliens compelled him forward. Plus, he wasn’t quite alone. Max, his faithful friend, was here. He’d never leave Jimmy in a lurch.

      Thinking this, Jimmy looked back to see Max slowly shuffling behind him. His dog nose hovered above the ground. Probably tracking a rabbit or sniffing for aliens. Occasionally he gave a snort.

      Fortunately, there was enough moon out that Jimmy didn’t need a flashlight.

      He looked to his destination.

      The light at the top of the mount glowed. Pulsing with an odd life of its own, he remembered the lead actor from a movie stating. That was fitting for this moment.

      Jimmy knew the paths going up the mount better than most anyone. He’d grown up in its shadow, and for as long as he could remember, he’d been coming here. Either on foot or bicycle. Here he was a sherpa. He’d learned that word while watching Mountain of Ice, a foreign flick with subtitles. In it, an irritated yeti came across an exploration team. Now wasn’t the time for him to think of what the angry yeti did to the humans.

      Thinking happy thoughts of Max, Jimmy navigated the meandering dirt trails that crossed each other and split off in a hundred directions. A spaghetti plate of trails that would probably lead many unwary city dwellers to an early grave, dehydrated or starved.

      He took the most direct path towards the top, hoping no one else had seen the light and beat him there.

      As he went up the mount, he thought of the late, late movie he’d seen last week on Channel 56 when he should’ve been sleeping. Invasion of the Red Slime Monsters. The red slimes were planted on a mountaintop by Martians. A winter crop of slimes to descend on the sleeping town and absorb warm flesh into their red gelatinous bodies.

      Jimmy imagined he heard the mysterious swelling background music that had given him the creeps. This spurred him along the trail quicker.

      Then he heard flapping and, looking up, caught a glimpse of something tiny in the sky. A bat. Erratically it flitted overhead. Once or twice it swooped down towards Jimmy, close enough to make him duck reflexively. He raised his bat to ward off the bloodsucking monster.

      Dial V for Vampire was the last vampire movie he’d watched. Or kind of watched, anyway. For ninety minutes his hands had been welded over his face. The bits he’d seen of the hair-raising horror show were through slitted eyes.

      He wished he’d thought to grab some of Mom’s garlic that hung in stockings in the kitchen. The man in the movie—the one with immaculate hair, a pencil-line mustache, and a smoke coolly clutched between his pearl teeth—said vampires hated garlic.

      Instinctively Jimmy scrunched his shoulders, to provide as little neck space for the bat to latch onto, in case it wanted a midnight snack. He didn’t know if bats liked dogs. If one came near, Jimmy was sure he could send it to deep left field with his slugger.

      Little Doug wouldn’t take any nonsense from a bat/vampire either.

      Jimmy’s grip tightened on his slugger.

      By now he’d come to where the mount slopes quickly leveled somewhat. The glow that he’d first seen dimly from his bedroom window now lit the top like a neon liquor-store sign.

      Cautiously he moved forward, his white-knuckle grip choking the bat.

      “Hello?” Jimmy called out, immediately cringing as his voice cracked, sounding more like a duck’s and less like a boy’s. Fear also made it quake.

      At the top of the mount was a circular crater. About three feet across. Smoke drifted from it. Inside the crater, a boulder glowed hotly. “A meteor,” Jimmy said as he thought of Mr. Fuller’s fifth-period science class. “A meteorite,” he corrected himself. Mr. Fuller would’ve given him an A for remembering this.

      Still, Jimmy couldn’t help but feel a sliver of disappointment that it was something so normal as a meteorite. No aliens. No killer robots. He sighed.

      Just then, in Jimmy’s mid sigh, with a loud crack, the meteorite split in half. The flash of brilliant light was like a sucker punch to Jimmy’s eyes. He turned away, clenching them tight. Too late, as his residual eyesight saw flashing bursts.

      Then a low hum came from inside the meteorite.

      Jimmy’s mind raced in fearful excitement of what was happening before him. An alien after all. He just hoped it wasn’t one like those in Martian Takes a Vacation. The ones that wore their guts on the outside.

      Jimmy backed up, his slugger cocked and ready to go. He took comfort knowing Max was there by his side to rip the throat out of any alien with guts on his outside trying to probe him. But a quick glance behind him didn’t give that reassurance he’d hoped.

      Max was nowhere to be found.

      “He left me,” Jimmy said incredulously.

      “You are a mighty warrior,” a thin, warbly voice said.

      Jimmy spun around, completely spooked. “Who said that?”

      What looked like a firefly floated a foot above the split meteorite. It bobbed and danced wildly like the bat he’d seen earlier. It flashed yellow.

      “Whoa, what are you?” Jimmy took a step back.

      “I have come from far, searching for the great warrior who’ll protect this planet,” the floating alien firefly thing said in a mysterious alien accent. “There is danger approaching. World-ending danger.”

      Such thoughts of saving the world from planet-destroying forces wasn’t a foreign concept. Virtually every video game and book had these high stakes.

      “Just like in Boy Battles Bot,” Jimmy whispered. His heart raced as the alien continued.

      “I came to help in this battle. I have some power to fight the coming evil, but need your help to wield that power. I brought a weapon capable of defeating the enemy, but when I entered your polluted atmosphere, my ship broke apart.”

      Jimmy didn’t care for the cheap dig the alien made about Earth, but decided to let it slide for now. “Wait, that’s a spaceship?” he asked, pointing to the meteorite.

      “My ship and the weapon. There are three more pieces scattered close. I’ll need your help to collect them.”

      “Of course.” Jimmy smacked his balled fist into his hand. “A quest to retrieve a weapon. Classic.”

      The alien firefly bobbed. “But scouts of the enemy are coming. Many are here already. They will look like your kind. But don’t be deceived, because they’ll want to stop you.”

      “Then we need to get moving,” Jimmy said, feeling the urgency in the firefly’s words. If he’d learned anything from the movies he’d watched, it was he needed to be a man of action to get the job done. No lollygagging. Be a go-getter. Grab the bull by the horns. Those were things Dad would’ve said to him.

      As Jimmy thought this, he scanned the sky, wondering what type of alien would want to destroy the planet. A couple of stars twinkled. Which alien planet did this… enemy come from?

      And what about this firefly? What did it have to gain by coming here to warn Earth? These were the kinds of questions the scientists and superheroes asked.

      “How can I trust you?” Jimmy asked, renewing his stance and lifting his slugger. Skepticism wrinkled his brow. “What if you’re the alien invader?”

      The firefly bobbed for a couple more seconds, its yellow light flickering. Like it was thinking. “I didn’t have to tell you all this. I’ll give you power to help defeat this evil. Watch and believe.”

      Then the little alien bug shot up another six feet into the sky. It danced frantically in the night sky. Jimmy thought it was going to disappear into the night, but within a matter of seconds it dropped back down.

      A familiar flapping of leathery wings got Jimmy’s attention. The vampire bat. Jimmy remembered besides human necks, Mr. Fuller said bats also ate insects. Apparently the firefly had lured the bat over with its alien body. Cool.

      Next the firefly zipped over to Jimmy’s slugger. It made several loops around the bat, from top to bottom. Afterwards his slugger glowed softly. A tingle of electricity buzzed through Jimmy’s fingertips like he’d licked the positive end of a battery.

      “Hit the flying bat,” the firefly said.

      Jimmy gripped the slugger. It did feel a little different. Lighter, but heavier. If that made any sense. The glow faded.

      As the bat descended, Jimmy hefted his slugger, setting his feet apart, distributing his weight. He bent his knees slightly.

      The bat flitted in front of Jimmy.

      Jimmy swung with all his might.

      Raw energy rippled through his tiny arms, guiding his swing. The tingling turned to power. Raw, alien, bat-smashing power.

      With a tiny eeeep of the flitting bat and the resounding crack of a ball striking wood, the mammal was knocked clean away. It hurled far into the air, arcing over a nearby tree, getting lost in the night.

      A home run. No… a grand slam.

      “Heck yeah!” Jimmy exclaimed. His fist pumped the air.

      “I’ve given your weapon extra strength,” the firefly said. “The aliens coming to this planet are not weak. You’ll need all the strength your warrior body can muster. And then some.”

      Elated at knocking the crap out of a little winged creature of the night, Jimmy believed he could actually do this. There was no way he could’ve hit a tiny bat at night on his own. The alien firefly had given him some strange alien power. With it, he could stop the invasion and save the world.

      Just like Little Doug.

      Jimmy smiled and said, “I’ve been training my whole life for this moment.”

      The top of the mount allowed a great view east, and the sun was beginning to peek through the night clouds over the horizon. Jimmy needed to get home before Mom woke and found his bed empty. She’d think he ran away to join the circus or got abducted by some mafia gang or something.

      “Come on,” Jimmy said to the alien firefly, “I need to get home before Mom wakes up and thinks I’ve been abducted.”
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      The front door to Jimmy’s house had a dog door. And his skinny, prepubescent body was able to fit through the dog door if he sucked in his gut and scrunched his shoulders. He wriggled through, plopping into the foyer like the door just gave birth to a real-life boy.

      Springing back to his nimble feet with the same grace he was sure ancient, mystical samurai possessed, he masterfully tiptoed across the foyer and living room to the kitchen.

      There, he found Max on the kitchen linoleum, asleep. Jimmy sighed.

      He nudged his best friend with the toe of his Special Edition Cool Runner tennis shoe. Fleet Feet to Beat the Street, the shoe commercial said. He got them for his birthday two months ago.

      “You left me,” Jimmy said, still miffed his dog had abandoned him on the mount with the possibility of getting eaten by an alien.

      Max lifted his head. He yawned, then shook his head. His collar rattled.

      “Never mind,” Jimmy said. “I’ve got something to show you. You missed the best part.”

      On the way down the mount, Jimmy had kept the strange alien firefly safely cupped in his hands. He didn’t know if anyone was awake or not, and he didn’t have any good excuse made up if anyone asked why a firefly was following him around. It wasn’t every day a glowing bug trailed him.

      Apparently Jimmy’s enthusiastic tone got Max’s attention. He sat up on his haunches, his eyes focused on his master.

      “Lookie here, Max.” Jimmy opened his hand, and the alien firefly flew up and out towards the dog.

      Instantly Max leaped forward, clamping his mouth over the yellow glowing bug.

      Jimmy screeched, “No! Down, boy.” He grabbed Max’s collar. “Spit him out. It’s not a Cheez-O treat.”

      But Max didn’t relent, keeping his jaw closed tight. Jimmy worked at his teeth, trying to wedge tiny fingers between molars. The dog just as frantically slung its muzzle to escape him. Spit flew in the epic struggle of boy versus dog, master versus pet.

      Finally, Max retched, then spit the firefly out. It hit the floor with a wet plop. Casually he trotted to his water bowl and lapped a couple of tonguefuls of water.

      Jimmy scooped up the alien and a handful of sticky dog slobber. The little traumatized bug was barely glowing.

      “Oh.” The firefly coughed. “The journey made me weaker than I thought… cough, cough… I don’t think I can make it… cough… You need to carry on without me.” The firefly sputtered. “The last of my power I give to you… hack. You must defeat the approaching enemy.”

      Then Jimmy felt a familiar tingle, similar to the battery-licking tingle he’d felt holding his slugger. But this time on his back. As the tingle creeped along his back, the alien firefly disappeared.

      Before Jimmy could even process the dramatic and heart-pounding, rapid events unfolding before him, he heard the 8-bit tone of his prepaid MotoCell Wireless cell Grandma had bought him despite Mom and Dad’s objections.

      “Hello,” he said, wondering who’d call a fifth grader this early in the morning.

      “Cough, cough… one last thing,” the alien firefly said. “I put an app on your communication device. Cough… use it to find the other pieces of my ship, which doubles as a weapon.”

      “Wait. Don’t leave,” Jimmy said. “Do I have to pay for this app?”

      “No,” the alien firefly rasped. “It’s free.”

      Those were its last words as the line went dead. The call had ended.

      With the new and mind-blowing knowledge just laid upon him, Jimmy made his way to his bedroom and to his open window. That was where he’d first seen the mysterious alien. As he looked to the top of the mount, he saw that the firefly’s ship didn’t glow anymore.

      Now, at the base of the mount, red and blue flashed. The fuzz. Jimmy was fortunate he’d dodged them.

      He’d seen too many cop shows where anyone near the scene of the crime became Suspect Numero Uno. Jimmy didn’t think Mom could handle her youngest (and no doubt her favorite) child getting hauled off to the slammer.

      There’d be some burnout detective waiting for him down at the station in a windowless concrete room. Disgruntled because his third wife took him to the cleaners, he’d love nothing more than to squeeze a confession out of a kid. It didn’t matter what. By the time the burnout detective was finished, the kid would admit to drinking from a public toilet, just to stop getting smacked around.

      Then he wondered what he would get if he was locked up in the penitentiary and had to get a tattoo. Maybe a flaming bat or a heart with an arrow through it. A tattoo would be the only way he could make a name for himself in the sordid prison world. He’d need to find a way for street cred, fast.

      As these thoughts bounced through his head, tiredness took over his young body. He rested his head on the windowsill. Then Jimmy fell asleep.

      In his excited tiredness, Jimmy had forgotten about the backpack, which still tingled oddly.
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            Breakfast: Ham and Eggs

          

        

      

    

    
      Bats were in Jimmy’s dreams. So were aliens, burnout detectives, and fleeting images of Reggie laughing maniacally. A horrid yellow-teeth clown with chapped lips made a guest appearance.

      Jimmy awoke to find himself in his bed, in a pool of sweat. Or at least he hoped it was sweat. A quick check of his bed put his mind at ease.

      At some point during the night he’d made it to bed. He didn’t know when.

      His hands were stiff. He’d been clutching his cell in one hand, his slugger in the other, all night. Checking his phone, he noticed it hadn’t dropped one bar. Still 100%. Jimmy thought it must be some alien data plan the firefly had given him as a parting gift. What a sweet deal.

      It didn’t take long for the smell of eggs and ham, possibly sausage too, to lure him from his bed. Immediately his stomach grumbled, which didn’t surprise him with all that had gone on last night.

      As he made his way down the hall to the kitchen, Jimmy had a completely overwhelming feeling Mom knew what had gone on last night. Her mother sense had picked up Jimmy’s late-night shenanigans. She was good at seeing what went on behind her back. Eyes in the back of her head, she always said.

      That terrified him, as he always took the statement literally. It also explained why she usually wore hats when going out, in Jimmy’s mind.

      The self-consciousness almost became too much for him to bear. In the hallway he stopped, considering going back to his room. But he couldn’t stay locked up there forever.

      “Be cool, Jimmy,” Jimmy said to himself. That was what Blaze Argon would always say in the Death Don’t Die movies. The hero always spoke of himself in the third person, which Jimmy thought to be extremely awesome.

      Typically said through a grim-set razor-stubble chin, with a toothpick out the side of his mouth, Blaze would use his tagline just before smoking a bad guy. Usually with his customized sawed-off shotgun that he lovingly named Jenny Blast. But many times with whatever object was near enough to cause major pain and/or death.

      With his nerves steeled by the catchy phrase, Jimmy continued into the kitchen.

      Mom stood at the sink, looking out the window.

      Ham angrily crackled and spit in Grandma’s cast-iron skillet, slightly charred glaze just on the edges of each ham steak. Breakfast smog hung thick in the air, intoxicating.

      Reggie already sat at the table in his usual spot. He hunched over his bowl of cereal, face close, shoveling spoonfuls into his mouth like a catfish sucking mud. Milk dribbled off his chin onto the table. He was reading the box of cereal, Shuga Pop Smackers. A smack of sugar to get you off on the right foot, a talking spoon would say in the commercials.

      The dull, half-dimwitted look on his brother’s face made Jimmy want to reach across the table and slap him. Instead, he sat down at his spot, out of arm’s reach.

      Mom’s keen eyes in the back of her head must’ve seen Jimmy, as she turned around. “’Bout time you got up, sleepyhead.” She smiled as she tossed a dish rag over her shoulder with well-practiced ease, much like a gunfighter would seamlessly holster his six-shooter.

      “Had a rough night,” Jimmy said. And as soon as the words left his lips, he knew he’d set himself up.

      Reggie peeked up from behind the box. “Ha!” he snorted. “Wet the bed again?” He gave a bucktoothed smile.

      Jimmy cringed at the sound of his voice. In response, Jimmy wanted to make a comment about Reggie and the gap between his teeth. Each day it seemed to grow wider. But Reggie’s teeth were Jimmy’s Nuclear Option. He saved that ammunition for when he wanted to drive Reggie into Hulkish rage. Sure, it would usually end with Jimmy getting the snot kicked out of him, but sometimes that pain was acceptable. No risk, no reward.

      Not this morning, though. It was too early and he was too tired. Too many things on his mind. World-saving things.

      “Shut up, Reggie,” was all Jimmy could scrape together for a reply this morning.

      “A bed wetter.” Reggie chuckled again before dropping back behind the cereal box.

      As Mom prepared his plate, Jimmy knew he had a ton of work. The first thing, as he quickly mapped out in his still-groggy mind, was how to get out of the house. He needed a diversion.

      In Boy Battles Bot, Little Doug simply walked out the door on his adventure. He had laissez-faire parents who didn’t mind him coming and going at all hours. They were free spirits and didn’t want to hamper their son’s freedom of expression. Jimmy thought they were probably progressives or pot smokers.

      For him, though, Mom was a bit more conservative. He’d have to think of something different. And clever.

      “Did you see all that commotion on the butte?” Mom asked as she set the plate on the table. Jimmy snickered at butte.

      Immediately he dived into his meal, breaking the yolk of his over-easy eggs with his fork and then dragging a cube of ham through the yellow runoff. He shoved it in his mouth, then spoke. “No. What’s happening?” Be cool, Jimmy, he thought in Blaze’s voice. Play it off like a seasoned private investigator.

      “I see police…” Her voice trailed off as she glanced back through the window. “Maybe scientists from the university. A bunch of white coats.”

      Jimmy nodded, his mouth full. Just like in Rampage of Professors, he thought. Research scientists stumbled upon an infectious alien bacteria that turned them into scalp-eating monsters.

      Like in the movie, by now those on the mount had probably picked up some alien radiation signatures on their secret radiation-signature-collection devices. If he’d stepped in alien radiation last night, maybe his footprints would lead them here. The thought made Jimmy squirm with the notion of white coats beating down his door. They’d demand he take them to whatever had crawled from that rock. When he couldn’t produce anything, he’d be labeled a liar and alien smuggler. Sweat began to form on his forehead.

      Then a new idea took hold of his brain stem and wiggled it with all intensity. It made him shudder.

      What if they thought he was the alien?!

      A cold sweat broke over him, replacing the regular sweat on his forehead. The desire to finish his breakfast began to wane. The thought of another bite sickened him, even if it was his favorite breakfast meal.

      It all boiled down to him needing to get moving. And fast.

      But how?

      His eyes scanned the kitchen and the dining table. They drifted across the ZapMatic microwave to the fridge. Magnetic cards that advertised carpet cleaning and secondhand junk dealers dotted the stainless steel door. One of Reggie’s pictures was pinned there, kept up by colorful A-B-C magnets.

      As near as Jimmy could tell, the picture looked like a diseased rat of some sort eating a rotten slice of pizza. He wasn’t quite sure. Reggie had clung onto the claim made by his kindergarten teacher who said he had artistic talent. Even though he had been five.

      Every time he put pencil to paper, clouds would part, sun would shine, and chubby baby angels would say he’d created another masterpiece.

      Jimmy thought Mom should’ve skipped the mandatory proudly display on the fridge phase and just thrown it straight into the trash can the moment Reggie handed it to her. It would’ve saved a week that Jimmy had to look at the train wreck.

      But what caught Jimmy’s attention was the flyer on the fridge next to the diseased rat. An advert for baseball camp.

      He practically leaped from his chair to get to the fridge and snatch off the flyer. Reggie gave him a derisive look.

      Two weeks of fun-filled pitching and catching and hitting. All you need is a willing attitude, a bat, and a couple of hundred dollars. That was what the flyer said.

      “Mom,” Jimmy exclaimed, his voice trembling and cracking at the same time, “I want to go to baseball camp.”

      Still watching the scientists and other people on the mount, she turned to him. “You said you didn’t want to go because your father couldn’t make it.”

      Jimmy stammered for a minute. “Well… um, I changed my mind.”

      “Well,” Mom said as she rested her hands on her hips the way moms tend to do, “we were going on a mini vacay up north. I heard North Town has a new ball of yarn. Larger than any before. We are truly fortunate to live so close to a national landmark like that. What a great country.”

      “That sounds absolutely intriguing,” Jimmy said with much more enthusiasm than warranted for a big ball of yarn. “But you still have Reggie. He loves yarn.”

      Immediately Reggie’s head popped back up from behind the cereal. He sputtered as a thin stream of milk dripped from the corner of his mouth.

      “There is that,” Mom mused, looking at her eldest son.

      “You two never spend enough time together. You’re always worrying about me. I think Reggie would love this. Plus,” Jimmy added, quickly thinking of the final nail in the proverbial coffin. “I miss Dad. This way I can feel like he’s with me. Even when he’s across the country.”

      This wasn’t a complete lie or even an exaggeration. He did miss Dad, but typically chose to reveal it when convenient. Like now.

      Mom nodded and smiled as she looked at Reggie. “You know, your little brother is always thinking of you. You should thank the lucky stars you have him.” She turned back to Jimmy. “Of course you can go to camp, silly goose. Reggie and I will miss you, though.”

      With that bit of clever finagling over, Jimmy took his seat back at the kitchen table. Fork in hand, he triumphantly swabbed more runny yolk off his plate and popped it in his mouth. He chewed with his mouth open so Reggie could see every morsel as he ground it into pulp before swallowing. A couple of times he smacked his mouth and let yolk dribble out the sides just for effect.

      Very cool, Jimmy, Blaze said in his head. You just bought your ticket to save the world.
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      That evening Mom told Jimmy he had to pack for camp, but Jimmy knew he had to pack to save the world. A completely different kind of packing. But what does a boy hero need? Kind of like the packing he’d done to investigate the mysterious light, only more intense.

      Some things were obvious, such as his slugger. Oh yeah, and his baseball cap. Jimmy thought of Boy Battles Bot. What did Little Doug pack?

      Little Doug was never caught flatfooted without an assortment of armor. From ballistic-proof chest plates to pliable leather, in case he needed to slink around undetected. Guns, knives, and sometimes a shield (or buckler, as it was sometimes called). Herbs and potions to heal. But the kicker was he had a drawstring bag that could hold ridiculous amounts of everything.

      Jimmy realized he couldn’t realistically cart things like that around. For one, he didn’t own that kind of stuff, and two, it might draw attention. It’s not every day an eleven-year-old traipses around town with a buckler. What would the neighbors think.

      If he’d learned one thing from his hours of gaming, it was he needed to remain anonymous. Under cover. No one could know of his world saving. The last thing he needed were fans (which he was sure would come once people found out about him) flocking around him. That’d tip off the enemy and its minions for sure.

      For the most part all the stuff he’d shoved in his denim flaming-bat backpack the night before remained. The food, his notebook résumé, and water bottle. Since in effect he was going to war, bandages would probably be a good idea.

      Going to the hallway closet, which doubled as a medicine dispensary, he rummaged through the shelves and the collection of antacids, anti-diarrheal (for Reggie’s problematic digestive system, which always made Jimmy laugh), and aspirin.

      He found a box of Band-X bandages and took those. Also a toothbrush. Although if he ran short of room, he’d get rid of the toothbrush. Brushing wasn’t essential despite what Ms. Trombone said in third-period hygiene class.

      Once he made it back to his room, he decided to have an evening snack. He grabbed his backpack from where he’d hung it over the back of his chair. A strange feeling came over him.

      The strange feeling wasn’t the typical strange feeling he’d get after an all-night gaming marathon, when his eyes were ready to explode. Or the strange feeling (which bordered on panic/humiliation) when Mom would notify him family were blowing into town. He could imagine her pulling out the naked pictures.

      This new, strange feeling would be called his alien encounter feeling.

      This feeling intensified as he opened the denim flaming-bat backpack. Reaching inside, he couldn’t touch the sides of the bag, yet he was able to fish out exactly what he thought of.

      From his backpack he pulled the bag of El Munchos he’d packed yesterday. As he eyed the backpack, he unrolled the bag. When he popped a chip in his mouth and it hit his tongue, magic happened.

      No sooner had he ground the blue corn wafer than it coursed through his body, giving him a surge of energy in a way only Fizzy Pops rock candy in soda could.

      He imagined in that moment he could pick up a car, perhaps a small SUV. The same thing would happen to Little Doug after tossing back a blue strength pill.

      Then a bolt of lightning struck Jimmy.

      What if the firefly gave his denim flaming-bat backpack special powers too? Like his slugger.

      Jimmy had to sit on his bed before he toppled over with this stunning revelation. Fervently he chewed. The rejuvenating sensation that had suddenly overwhelmed him abruptly died off as he swallowed the last bits of chip. He used his pinky to dislodge a chunk from between his teeth.

      The chip from the miracle backpack had rejuvenated him. In video game understanding, it gave him hit points back. Little pixelated vials of red hearts. It all made perfect sense.

      But he had to test his hypothesis, as Mr. Fuller would say.

      His grubby fingers dug into his backpack, emerging with the object he sought: Flav-O-Blast extra saucy cinnamon gum. Just the thought of it made his mouth burn and his throat itch.

      “Here goes nothing,” Jimmy said as he tore open the pack and slid a stick out. His nose wrinkled as he unwrapped the tinfoil. “Here goes nothing,” he repeated as he thought, Be cool, Jimmy. Before he could think of a reason not to, Jimmy popped the stick of cinnamon gum into his mouth.

      Immediately fire erupted deep inside. A feeling like a burst ulcer, shooting flames. Close to the point he thought he would die. His cheeks welled, filling with what he thought was fire. Frantically, scrambling, lips shut tight, he ran to his window. The latch was thrown and he heaved it up.

      He shoved his head outside just as he couldn’t hold it in any longer. His mouth opened as wide as it could go to let it all out.

      A stream of fire blew from him, a raging inferno extending six feet out. It singed the air, throwing wild crackles and balling into scalding blooms of flaming death.

      The blast only lasted for about five seconds before it died away. When it ended, only a wisp of smoke drifted from Jimmy’s mouth.

      Miraculously, he wasn’t burned. Not a scorched nostril hair, not a blister. The gum in his mouth had lost its flavor. Nothing more than a generic wad of not much. He took it out and examined it. Nothing spectacular. It had to be the denim flaming-bat backpack.

      He had his own bag that could hold ridiculous amounts of everything. And it turned ordinary objects into kick-butt objects.

      “Holy smokes!” Jimmy exclaimed, fist-pumping the air.

      As he thought about it, for this new venture in his humble (but soon to be epic) life, he needed to add alien-fighting skills to his running résumé tally of hard-earned life skills such as taking out the trash and cleaning up his room.

      Diving his hand in his backpack, he pulled out his orange spiral notepad.

      Then, pausing, he held it before him, expecting the notepad to do something miraculous like the gum. Maybe start writing on its own or flap in the air like a freed bird.

      But it did neither.

      “Oh well, guess it’s just a notepad,” he said with a small shrug. He slid the stubby, eraserless pencil from the wire spine.

      Thumbing through the pages, past the doodles and a few random notes he no longer understood, he found the page dedicated to a shopping list.

      Every now and then Mom would send him on errands to the nearby Gas, Grub, and Go. She’d say it was her small attempt at helping him bridge the gap from potential delinquent to responsible citizen.

      She’d also encouraged him to make lists, telling him they were the way grown-ups handled complex adult things. Jimmy liked it instead of using the notes app on his cell because handwritten lists felt retro and kinda meta.

      He thumbed past the grocery list, or inventory, as he called it, until he reached paper that hadn’t been written or doodled on. For a second he laughed at the word doodle.

      But enough games. Let’s get on with getting on, Little Doug would say before embarking on the next leg of his world-saving mission.

      Jimmy thought for a moment, then wrote out: Smash ability. Put simply, the ability to smash. He thought of the bat and figured on a scale of 1 to 10, he’d put himself at about a solid 2.

      Then he thought of Cleverness ability. Just thinking of cleverness as a skill made Jimmy feel clever. He jotted it down and quickly put a 3. But immediately he lined through it (since he didn’t have an eraser) and put a 4. That extra point was because of his cleverness in thinking of cleverness.

      Next came Defense ability. If he had to be honest with himself, he thought he might be a high 2, possibly a 3. The time he’d slid on a patch of ice but caught himself before falling over came to mind as justification. In an act of humility, he gave himself the lower mark, a 2.

      “Humility,” he said, quickly jotting that down as the next skill. “What should I give myself? Too low and I’d be lying. Too high and that’d be prideful.” With a shrug of indecisiveness, he left it blank for the time being.

      He pushed the stubby pencil through the wire and tossed the notepad into his backpack.

      “I need more snacks,” Jimmy said next. Going to the kitchen, he rifled through the pantry. He found two bottles of Uncle Gus’ Old Thyme Root Beer shoved in the back behind a bag of smelly russet potatoes. With a thrill he snatched the bottles and tucked them in his backpack. That would do just fine.

      And what amazed Jimmy was that with all the items in the backpack, it never seemed quite full and it never got any heavier. Ridiculous amounts of everything.

      Just then a rapid, urgent knock on the front door got Max barking and nearly made Jimmy jump out of his skin.

      The impending catastrophe of alien invaders and all its implications had left Jimmy’s nerves on edge. Even heroes got nervous, he figured. As nervous as a cat in a roomful of rockers, Grandma would say.

      Lying on his side on the kitchen floor, Max barely lifted his head as he barked at the front door.

      A compelling need to hide himself came over Jimmy, and he rushed back to his room, tiptoeing to not make himself known. No doubt some latent inner hero skill kicking in at the right moment. In his room, Jimmy mostly closed his door, leaving it cracked just a bit to see down the hall. Like a spy in any number of cop shows.

      Mom came from the study, where she’d been watching some old Spanish novellas, Spanish soap operas. She couldn’t understand a lick of Spanish, so Jimmy wasn’t sure why she enjoyed them so much. But she did. Mindless entertainment, if Jimmy had anything to say about it.

      “May I help you?” Mom said in her pleasant mom voice after opening the door.

      He could tell it was a male’s voice, but Jimmy couldn’t make out the words. From his vantage at the back of the modest ranch home, he could almost see the front door. If he pressed his head to the left against his bedroom door, he could just make out a sliver of the opening. But that glimpse was enough for him to accidentally swallow the flavorless wad of gum in his mouth.

      A white coat.

      One of the scientists from the mount!

      Sick to his stomach, possibly from the gum, but probably because of the mysterious man, Jimmy took a knee in the hallway. Like seeing a piece of mangled roadkill along the interstate, Jimmy didn’t want to look, but curiosity wouldn’t let him tear his gaze away. He inched forward in the hallway, half crab walking, half crawling, to get a better look at the mysterious man.

      “… a part of Moon Industries…” Jimmy heard the man say with a confident tone. That name alone sounded like a classic front for an evil, mysterious organization no one knows about. “We’re investigating the meteorite that crashed on the butte last night.”

      Despite the odd scientist using the word butte, Jimmy didn’t find himself laughing. The man’s voice sounded no-nonsense. He didn’t kid around and was all about the business. Whatever that business was. Something nefarious.

      Finally Jimmy could make out most of the man’s features, which were completely unimpressive.

      Average man height, average build from what he could see. The white lab coat that ended near the man’s ankles kept most of him hidden, though. A thin mustache that joined a manicured, short-trimmed beard covered his face. His hairline receded farther up on his forehead, and at some point he thought a combover could hide it. Which it didn’t. But what made Jimmy uneasy were his eyes. Or hidden eyes, as it were.

      He wore a pair of wire-rimmed, mirrored sunglasses. They kept his eyes completely hidden. That was what made Jimmy uneasy.

      “Oh dear,” Mom said, her ever-present dish towel getting strangled to death in her wringing grip. “There’s no radiation or some type of space bacteria on that rock, is there?”

      “No,” the scientist with hidden eyes insisted. “Nothing like that.” A chilling pause. “Do you have any children? Some of the neighbors mentioned they saw someone on the butte. About the size of a kid.” His arm extended as it estimated what the height of a kid should be. It was strikingly close to Jimmy’s height.

      He gulped and found himself shaking his head, mentally screaming for Mom not to say another word.

      “Why yes,” Mom politely offered up. “Two boys.”

      Then Jimmy had another uneasy sensation. Not the alien sensation, but more like a queasy sensation. The scientist stared over Mom’s shoulder, straight in Jimmy’s direction. Even though his eyes were hidden, a cold chill raced through Jimmy’s developing skeletal system.

      Frantically he backed into his room. He closed his door and hopped into bed, his slugger double-gripped. If the man came into the room, Jimmy would have to take him out. Like he’d taken out the winged creature of the night. Like Little Doug in Boy Battles Bot would take out a DeadWalker without a second glance.

      So he waited, his slugger ready to knock in a head.

      Thirty minutes later, no one came into his room. Mom didn’t call him. The scientist didn’t beat down his door. He was sure if the scientist tried to force his way into his room, Max would’ve grabbed him by the throat.

      Jimmy slipped out of bed, his slugger ready to deliver a crushing blow, and cracked his door. He peeked out. Nothing. The scientist was gone. He slipped back into the hallway, his socked feet agilely treading lightly. Ninja masters were known to walk on eggshells, or toilet paper, he couldn’t remember which. They wouldn’t crack a shell or rip the one-ply.

      Blaze had spent a couple of years with ninja masters, learning the eastern art of silent killing. That was in Death Don’t Die, The Sequel, after he got hit on the head and got amnesia. He’d trusted a curvy female Russian spy a little too much.

      From the den came Spanish. The words were foreign, but the passionate pleas of separated lovers reunited once again was unmistakable. The novellas.

      He poked his head around the corner.

      “Oh, hey, kiddo,” Mom said from the couch. She didn’t even turn her head to see him behind her. Eyes in the back of her head. “Those are scientists on the butte.”

      “What did they want?” Jimmy didn’t want to ask but did anyway. That rubbernecking thrill. But he felt he played it off beautifully and nonchalantly.

      “Just to let us know they’re working up there. Say, you didn’t go up there to look at that big chunk of space rock, did you? They said last night a kid was up there, but I know you’re scared of the dark, so it wasn’t you.”

      “Um,” Jimmy found himself saying. He didn’t want to lie to Mom. It was bad enough he had to use baseball camp as a cover for his important world-saving work. But once it all came out, surely even a mother could understand why the deception was needed. “I’m getting tired.” This he followed up by a yawn that left no doubt to anyone about his tiredness. He scratched his butt. “I think I’ll hit the hay. Turn in. Get some shut-eye. Big day tomorrow.”

      After a peck on Mom’s cheek, Jimmy rushed to his room and shut the door. He plugged in the night-light next to his bed before locking his window.

      By now most of the scientists were gone. Only a couple remained on the mount. At this distance they were little more than tiny white masses swinging flashlights. He closed the curtains.

      Somewhere on that mount, he reasoned, the scientist with no eyes from Moon Industries was watching his house. Probably even his very window. Just what this so-called company had to do with invading aliens, he couldn’t guess.

      Jimmy crawled into bed with his slugger in one hand and his denim flaming-bat backpack in the other. The unnerving sensation he’d had earlier hadn’t left. If anything, it intensified.

      He would need to remain alert in case the enemy decided to make a move when he was most vulnerable. Either asleep in bed or indisposed on the toilet. At either of those critical times in anyone’s life, they would be at a severe disadvantage.

      “Be cool, Jimmy. You’ll be on your way tomorrow. Then, look out alien world-destroying enemy.” He thought for a minute. “And,” he added, “if any mad scientist gets in my way, they’d better watch out. I’ve got a little sometin’ for ’em,” he said in a rough Italian voice as he petted his slugger.

      Eventually he fell asleep.
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      The next morning at the intersection of First and Main, a lonely signpost stood. It simply had the image of a bus on it, now weathered and fading. Someone with a vendetta against Karen had chronicled her infidelity on the back side of the sign in black marker.

      Jimmy didn’t know Karen or why anyone would concern themselves over a girl.

      The intersection was to the north of Apple Valley. More like a rural route, if anything. It was a couple of blocks from Jimmy’s house and was his mainline public transit to downtown, to Orange Valley and baseball camp, the next town over.

      He didn’t have a rockin’ T-bird with a custom spoiler and a rocket bay like Blaze, or even a pygmy boat that would show up for Little Doug whenever he whistled on his bamboo reed instrument. Jimmy’s ride was a bit more mundane, but that was okay. He had a yearly bus pass.

      At 9:03 in the morning, a distant crunching of roadway pebbles and the low rumble of an engine told Jimmy the bus was arriving.

      A dust cloud came from over the horizon and within seconds approached the stop. Brakes squealed and hissed as the old yellowed machine shuddered, ready to die from decades of kid-abuse. This was the bus that would be taking the kids to baseball camp. If he wanted to convince Mom he was headed to camp, then he needed to act the part up to a point.

      Jimmy backed away from the approaching cloud of roadway flotsam. He gave a sheepish smile and waved. The door folded open. “You gettin’ on?” the bus driver, an old lady with a beehive hairdo the same shade of weathered yellow as the bus, said in a raspy, smoke-tarnished voice. She thumped ashes from the cigarette she had trapped between two gnarled fingers.

      Kids in the back seats hollered and carried on, amped at the idea of playing baseball from sunup to sundown, eating burnt hot dogs, and swimming in a trout-filled lake.

      Jimmy had felt that way once. When he was young and innocent and didn’t know better. When he didn’t know about the impending doom coming from beyond the Milky Way. Eat, ball, sleep. That had been his motto for a little while. Now he had more pressing matters on his mind. World-saving, alien-smashing matters. He’d leave the kiddie stuff for the kids.

      Jimmy backed away from the bus and shook his head and waved off baseball camp.

      After a couple more drags, the driver used her spent cigarette to light another. With a shrug and the butt thumped out the door, the driver and bus disappeared in a dust cloud.

      Jimmy watched it fade.

      “Now,” Jimmy said as he started walking alongside the road, his slugger resting on his shoulder. Idly he kicked a couple of rocks out of the way that dared block his path. “The real adventure begins.” He took several more steps as he thought of the next leg of his journey. Where would he go? What would he do?

      “I need some theme music. Every great adventure needs theme music.”

      A rich tapestry of 8-bit tunes were a soundtrack to Little Doug’s misadventures. There was the slow, slightly haunting melody of innocence that echoed as Little Doug was at home. Then there was the ferocious drumming beat that clued you in when approaching a boss.

      Heck, even Blaze had his own special jingles.

      A soundtrack to life. That was what Jimmy needed. Every hero worth his weight had a wicked soundtrack.

      Taking his cell from his pocket, he fiddled with his notification chimes. He played a couple, humming along.

      As he did this, the otherwise clear, slightly warm Apple Valley day turned. First a gentle breeze blew, which wasn’t as warm as the last. Pleasant. Almost cool. A shadow passed in front of the sun. When Jimmy looked to the sky, he saw a couple of clouds were darkening. They did this more rapidly than he’d seen before, and it brought to mind the thought it might rain soon.

      Just then, his cell vibrated. A notification balloon popped up on the screen:

      Enemy near!

      “What in the…” Jimmy said, examining his cell.

      The free app from the firefly had sent the message. He opened it and found a map of the surrounding road and terrain. A red blip was closing in on him fast, from the east.

      Then what appeared to be a cat burst from the trees that ran alongside the isolated roadway.

      It was a calico mottled in orange and browns. Average size. But it ran full tilt towards him, clearing grass in massive cat leaps.

      “Cute kitty…” Jimmy said as an avid cat fan. If Max weren’t allergic to cats, Jimmy would’ve had one by now.

      As the cat neared, it hissed. Not a normal hiss like when you sneak up on a cat and startle it or poke it in its side. This was a wild, feral hiss that teetered on rabid ferocity. The sound crackled as spit flew from the cat’s tiny dagger-filled mouth.

      Before Jimmy could even register what was happening, the crazy cat was close enough that it leaped towards him. He barely managed to put his bat before him to intercept the bounding feline.

      It springboarded off the slugger and hit the ground. But just as quickly it leaped again towards a stunned Jimmy. This time the cat took two furious swipes as it collided with him.

      Instant burning ran up his arm. The cat had scratched him. Great, Jimmy thought. Cat scratch fever.

      It hit the ground, then turned to face off against him. With it finally still for a second, Jimmy could see it up close and personal.

      Its eyes weren’t normal. A greenish hue, like smoke almost, swirled in its eyeballs. Not natural at all. Right then and there Jimmy knew what it was.

      Alien eyes.

      This definitely was an alien cat. Like the ones in Island of a Thousand Purrs. A mad scientist cat wrangler used her chemist powers to take over America by releasing genetically modified cats into the wild. Their scratches infected humans and turned them into brain-eating zombies.

      “Be cool, Jimmy,” he said as the fear of turning into a cat-infected zombie with cat scratch fever crowded his thinking. Sweaty hands tightened on his slugger, and he rested on the balls of his feet.

      With one last savage hiss, the cat sprang at Jimmy. Probably aiming for his throat to deliver the death scratch. Or bite.

      Jimmy swung hard.

      He’d always dreamed of hitting a major league fastball. Ninety plus miles an hour. Smoking fast. The feral alien cat was the fastball, and Jimmy just knocked one out of the park.

      The crack of his slugger resounded, and the cat sailed through the air a good forty feet. When it hit the ground, it went poof in a ball of green smoke. Quickly the small cloud dispersed in the breeze.

      Then Jimmy’s cell buzzed again. He checked it.

      Enemy defeated. Good job, kiddo!

      “So this is how it’s going to be,” Jimmy said, his thin chest puffed out just an inch more, riding high on the adrenaline one gets after thrashing an alien cat. “This app will tell me when baddies are near. Just like Little Doug’s sunglasses.”

      In Boy Battles Bot, Little Doug had found a special pair of sunglasses. They allowed him to see the alien robots in their true form. The robots had been sent to Earth by giant beetles on Neptune to harvest humans. Passing as warm-blooded Americans, they could swap their robot buddies for flesh and blood people. Then those poor, unfortunate souls were sent to Neptune and found themselves the guests of honor for dinner.

      Jimmy wasn’t about to let giant bugs make intergalactic snacks out of Earthlings.

      Suddenly, stinging in his arm grabbed his attention. He gently touched the scratches that now burned like fire as the thoughts of zombies ran through his mind.

      He needed to take care of this before any infection had the chance to take hold of his endocrine system or something else.

      Ripping the backpack off his shoulders, Jimmy unzipped the denim bag and dug inside. In it he found the box of Band-Xs he’d packed at home.

      Scrape it, cut it, patch it, Jimmy read on the box. A big red cross was on the side. These were the kind of bandages with some type of antibiotic goo smeared on the pads. Just what he needed at the moment.

      Taking a strip out and tearing the individual wrapping off with his teeth, Jimmy aligned it to where the alien cat had managed to get a hold of him. The bandage covered three inch-long scratches, each etched in a thin line of red, just above his elbow. Gently but firmly, he pressed it into place.

      Immediately the salve on the bandage worked, tingling with antiseptic cleanliness. He gave it a reassuring pat. Good call on him packing those babies.

      His mind drifted back to the mad scientist in Island of a Thousand Purrs. She had worn a long white scientist coat. He thought they were called smocks. Or something silly like that. Shmocckk, Jimmy said inside his mind. Either way, it reminded him of the mysterious scientist who had showed up at his front door last night.

      “Probably a mad scientist.” Jimmy came to the conclusion.

      Then, taking his cell, Jimmy opened the app. One section, the portion showing a map overlay of the world around him, showed arrows along the edge, pointing off-map. Jimmy zoomed out. A blip, a blue gear icon, flashed. It was to the south of Apple Valley, somewhere in the woods. Jimmy knew that should be his destination.

      Even though buses ran through here every few minutes and routes to take him across town or virtually any place in Apple Valley in a matter of minutes, he decided to hoof it instead.

      If he’d learned one thing from Little Doug’s misadventures, it was to never trust public transportation. Year pass or not. That was a surefire way to get yourself into a pickle. A bus taken over by bad guys could quickly become a coffin on wheels. A one-way ticket to a dirt nap.

      That was exactly what happened to Blaze’s comedic sidekick, Two-Bits, in Death Don’t Die IV.

      Wanting to get back to Blaze’s playboy mansion/world headquarters in a hurry, impatiently Two-Bits thumbed a cab, which Blaze had told him to never do. Turned out the cabbie was none other than one of Blaze’s archnemeses, Doctor Sunset.

      Two-Bits didn’t have the cash to pay the fare that unfortunate day.

      Jimmy would settle on hoofing it. The old-fashioned way. He wouldn’t end up as fish bait like Two-Bits.

      With his first destination in mind, Jimmy switched over to the music app on his cell. He pulled up a tune he’d marked earlier as a favorite.

      Walking next to Main Street, Jimmy followed it towards Apple Valley. Even as unexpected clouds gathered overhead, he whistled an 8-bit tune he’d downloaded and really thought would make good “walking around” theme music.
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      The town of Apple Valley claimed a population of 502. That was what the wooden sign on the edge of town showed. It also said Mr. Tully Balwark was the mayor for the past five years. Jimmy had only seen the mayor from far off. A pack of thick-neck goons in expensive suits and dark shades made sure everyone stayed far away from him.

      Like any good politician, Mayor Balwark had controversy. A closet so full of skeletons he could singlehandedly populate Boot Hill Cemetery. Dad said that every time he saw the mayor on the tube.

      The latest controversy dealt with lucrative public transit contracts. The mayor’s step-half-brother owned one of the busing companies, Grey Badger Express.

      Politics bored Jimmy, like most everyone else, so he quickly put all those thoughts aside.

      In downtown Apple Valley were a handful of businesses found in most every town: fast-food joints peddling burgers, convenience stores with eighty-ounce slurpos in six flavors to choose from, and a mall that probably didn’t quite qualify to be called a mall.

      Apple Valley also claimed an anemic library with almost half their books missing. The swap meet held at the old movie theater parking lot across town had the other half, sold by sticky-fingered hoodlums for fifty cents each.

      Jimmy walked into the smallish Midwestern town, which could be Anywhere, USA. He clutched his cell in his hand, waiting, expecting an enemy notification at any moment. The nervous tension was similar to the awful expectation when Mom told him family was coming over for the weekend.

      He also kept his eyes peeled for anything out of place. Aliens posing as humans, alien feral cats with swirly green eyes. Anything.

      A newspaper hawker, a third-grade girl with a fourth-grade-sized forehead, held up the latest Apple Valley Gazette. “Extra, extra,” she screamed. “Mysterious lights seen on Apple Butte.”

      Jimmy snickered at the word butte.

      “Mayor says probably prank of no-good ne’er-do-wells. Vows to get to the bottom of the shenanigans.” The girl stopped, just now noticing Jimmy skimming the stack of papers next to her. She slammed her hand on top of the stack. “Pay to play, bucko. No rubbernecking.”

      After an angry glance to which the big forehead girl didn’t back down, Jimmy moved on.

      A few pedestrians were out window-shopping or heading to someplace or another. As he watched them, a rising sense of guilt began in him, first welling in his toes, then moving up his body. For a fleeting second he thought everyone knew what had just happened.

      What if some nosey person who didn’t understand matters such as alien invasions saw him when he was beating the stuffing out of the feral cat. Then they’d report him to animal control. He’d get arrested for animal abuse, and that would be the end to his mission. Locked up.

      An animal beater would surely get the attention of the burnout detective. No telling what hardened criminals and murderers would do to an animal abuser. He’d heard rumors.

      There was a movie Jimmy saw once that had a similar plot. He thought the name was Earth Beings. He’d only watched the last fifteen minutes, and once he saw how fake the second head on the “alien” cat looked, he knew there was no point in watching the rest.

      But just as quickly Jimmy realized his emotions were running away, with him in tow. If Dad were here, he’d say for Jimmy to put on his big-boy pants and evaluate the situation. So that was what he did.

      No one would pay attention to a boy walking down the street carrying a baseball bat. It was summer break, after all. Boys and girls were expected to be outside, getting into mischief of some sort. Outdoorsy things like hanging out at the mall that really wasn’t a mall, toilet papering houses, going to baseball camp.

      He nodded at his own logic. Paranoia is a lonely man’s business, he’d heard in a movie he forgot the name to. What it meant, he had no clue, but it sounded appropriate for the moment.

      As Jimmy rounded a street corner, a soft electronic ding, ding and digital boom grabbed him the way only electronic bliss could grab a junior high student.

      The Pew Pew Retrocade. America’s premier number one arcade, according to the franchise owner.

      The pew, pew of laser blasts, electric rings of level-ups, and rangs of hammers smashing barrel-chunking apes filled Jimmy’s ears.

      He was a weak-kneed moth drawn to a rocket-fuel-driven inferno. Almost on supernatural, otherworldly autopilot, he made a beeline for the retrocade. Subconsciously, he considered swapping his baseball camp dollars for video game quarters.

      Flippers smacked shiny pinballs against the deck in unmistakable clacks that made one think at any moment the glass decking would shatter. Whirrs and a piercing alarm said some lucky kid just won a fistful of tickets that could be used to buy a cheap plastic spider ring or a set of vampire teeth. But not both.

      Electric noise, swirling lights, mud-stained carpeting, and the smell of sweaty kid hands clutching quarters mingled together into a glorious olfactory storm of overwhelming video game stimuli.

      Normally the arcade was mostly vacant during the week, but in the summer break it became a second home.

      But just as suddenly, Jimmy came to a screeching halt as he noticed who was standing in front of the retrocade, smoking a cigarette. Looking like a punk. None other than Clancy Bartholomew. Or barf-olomew, as Jimmy called him. Reggie’s best friend.

      Clancy was the equivalent to getting a series of rabies shots. His one good skill was being a nuisance. Find what you’re good at, and do that all the time, Jimmy had heard Clancy repeat over and over, typically in one of his moody, contemplative introspections. Usually, this ended with a celebratory tossing of Jimmy into the backyard hedges.

      Clancy was an only child, so Reggie would often invite him over to beat up Jimmy. Reggie always said sharing is caring, repeating a lame commercial, but Jimmy thought beating up little brothers wasn’t quite the intent of that message.

      Jimmy reckoned Clancy’s mom and dad were such miserable failures at having a decent child they’d cut their losses short and gave up on having a second. Perhaps they got a dog instead.

      Face pockmarked, battle scars of a tumultuous puberty, Clancy kept his hair in a flattop. Jimmy had overheard Clancy confide in Reggie he thought it made him look tough.

      He wore a shirt he’d customized with his “band’s” logo, a screaming mandrill. Never mind the fact he couldn’t play a single instrument and was the only member. Oh yeah, he couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket. Clancy called his fake, made-up band the Screaming Mandrills.

      “Well, if it isn’t Naked Jimmy.” Clancy cackled, the words pouring like broken glass out of his crooked mouth. The smile that he attempted ended up as a snarl. A rabid boy-dog.

      One of the unspoken rules that kept the world in check was every hero needed an archenemy. That was as factual as a human needing air to live or a fish needing water to drink.

      And there was no one-size-fits-all cardboard archenemy. They came in varying degrees, based on their badness.

      Even Little Doug had to put up with Estelle Greenwise, the geriatric neighbor who constantly harped on him to keep Banner on a leash. Her golden years were spent peering out her daisy-print curtains, looking for opportunities to yell at Little Doug that if he didn’t stay off her lawn and keep his pooch locked up, she was going to get her shotgun and fill his butt full of rock salt.

      If anyone knew Little Doug’s dog, Banner, there was no way he’d ever willingly put a collar around his neck. Ever.

      She was bad, but wasn’t the worst Little Doug had to face.

      So it was with Jimmy. Clancy was Jimmy’s Estelle Greenwise. Annoying, enough to make him miserable, but not enough to derail him from his mission, which was to destroy the Enemy.

      “Reggie said yer s’psed to be at baseball camp,” Clancy said. “What happened, wet your bed and need new sheets?” He guffawed at his own stupidity.

      Great, thought Jimmy as his faced flushed and his throat grew tight. A criminal caught with his hand in the cookie jar. Stupid Clancy would tell stupid Reggie he didn’t make the bus; then stupid Reggie would tell Mom he didn’t make the bus; then she’d be upset with him for not making the bus. Probably bawl him out to the nth degree and never trust him again.

      He never considered Reggie would say anything to his friends because Jimmy’s life was such small potatoes to Reggie and his merry band of idiots. But apparently for some reason his baseball camp had been a topic of discussion.

      This thought killed any desire Jimmy had for the arcade. Which worked out better in the end, because he didn’t have time for this. Especially with Clancy in the way. If he wanted to visit the arcade, he’d have to do it later. For now, he needed to play it off like everything was cool.

      “Be cool, Jimmy,” he said. he wished he had a pair of sunglasses to drop over his eyes.

      At this point, he figured obliviousness would be the best defense. So he began whistling his world-traveling theme music, and casually turned to face the opposite direction. He acted like he didn’t even notice Clancy.

      “Hey, you! Naked!” he heard his archnemesis holler, but didn’t acknowledge or respond.

      Jimmy picked up his pace, quickly moving away from Clancy. As he rounded the corner, he heard Clancy breathing some other hateful words, but couldn’t quite make them out.

      Out of sight, out of mind, Jimmy thought as one of Dad’s company phrases came popping back into his head. Just then, his cell chimed with the notification buzz sound that reminded him of the alien firefly. He checked it, as he thought it was another foretelling of a fight.

      You should consider forming a party, kiddo.

      This caused Jimmy to stop in his tracks and evaluate this cryptic message. The only time he had been notified before was when an enemy was near. The feral cat. Now, this new message was a completely new thing.

      Did it mean like have a party? A birthday party, cake and ice cream, maybe a dog-shaped piñata?

      But quickly Jimmy realized what it meant. A party. A group. Sidekicks. Someone to cover your back when the heat is on, to quote an old song he’d heard on his off-name-brand boom box.

      Who would he get? Immediately he thought of Bobby. But then, he considered that a bad idea. Bobby was the kind of person who wouldn’t be happy as a number two. He would have aspirations of bigger things, hero things. That was the worst thing that could happen.

      In Aliens Don’t Eat Dinner, Xag from Neptune brought its assistant, Xeg, along for the ride to Earth. Once they nuked California with Neptunian heat rays, Xeg decided to go solo. To make a long story short, Xag settled for everything east of the Mississippi. Xeg got the west.

      The last thing Jimmy needed was a too powerful sidekick. He was no Xag.

      Clear of the leering gaze of Clancy, Jimmy released a nervous breath. The cool breeze kicked it up a notch, and he took in a cleansing lungful of air, leaning against a brick wall half covered in graffiti where citizens felt compelled to express their opinions of the mayor. The other half was covered with posters for local events. One caught his attention.

      The flyer showed an elephant balancing on a ball and a trio of plate-juggling monkeys.

      Willy’s Big Top Carnival of Wonders hadn’t made the route for the past year. Ever since that incident the year before last with the Atomic Tilting Whirler and April Baxter.

      In the young girl’s short life, she claimed the world record for fastest speed attained on that particular carnival ride. Of course that’s one of those records that happen accidentally by way of sheared mount bolts, and generally cannot be duplicated.

      He remembered hearing on the local news a couple of days ago Willy claimed all the rides had cleared safety checks. Plus, people would now have to sign liability release clauses in order to get a ticket to ride.

      We’re mostly safe now! the flyer proclaimed. He also noticed at the bottom of the flyer Willy had a new sponsor, Moon Industries.

      Peculiar, Jimmy thought. But he let it go at that when a creepy feeling rolled up his vertebrae. That same creepy feeling when someone knows they’re being watched. Similar to the alien sensation, but not quite.

      A thousand possibilities ran through Jimmy’s young mind. Did Clancy follow him? Aliens, perhaps? What if the enemy had already arrived and Jimmy was too late?

      Or, as he thought of the visitor last night, what if it was a mad scientist looking for Jimmy? They had figured out Jimmy was the one at the crashed ship. And they knew he had secret, hi-tech weaponry.

      If Jimmy was to make it out of town successfully, he needed a disguise. Something to throw the hounds off his trail.

      A disguise like Blaze in Death Don’t Die when he needed to infiltrate Doctor Sunset’s lavish coastal mansion where international supermodels were trucked in by the hundreds and every night was New Year’s.

      It had to be a good disguise.

      Looking around, Jimmy headed straight for the first store he saw, the local Gas, Grub, and Go Number 15.
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      The Gas, Grub, and Go Number 15 convenience store wasn’t just convenient for grabbing a bean burrito that had been shriveling under a heat lamp for the past week or for disgruntled employees picking up a stack of Mega Zillions 8 Ball lotto tickets, hoping to hit that lucky number combo. The following Monday they’d march right into their boss’ office, stand on their desks, then tell them what they really thought of the new company policies.

      Some of Apple Valley’s notorious gangsters, miscreants, and troublemakers also found the Triple G (as many called them) a convenient stop when a little short on cash. Withdrawal only, no deposit.

      A tiny bell taped to the door jingled as Jimmy entered. The man behind the counter squealed in fright and ducked down, disappearing from sight.

      Jimmy shrugged as he walked along the candy aisle, scanning bright packaging crafted by marketing teams that claimed to know the pulse of red-blooded American kids. And they probably did to a great extent, as Jimmy’s eyes lingered on Goo Goo–flavored gum, Big Chunkie cake-battered soy bars, and various other manufactured confectionaries. On any normal day this was what drew Jimmy to the store. But this time he blew past the candy aisle and found the tall three-sided carousel that held cheap sunglasses.

      “Where’s your mother, kid?” the man cowering behind the counter said. “You break it, you buy it.”

      Jimmy paused, his hand inches from the display. He could hear anxious breathing, even though he was across the store.

      Slowly the man rose from behind the counter. Battered and scratched plexiglass bolted to the counter ran up to the ceiling. This cut off the counter from the rest of the store. Even through the murky haze of the plexiglass, Jimmy could make out the man hiding behind it.

      Bobby’s dad.

      He was narrow-shouldered with an unruly haircut. His thick-rimmed glasses had duct tape holding one earpiece in place. A large flesh-colored bandage was stuck to his left temple. He wore the familiar blue shirt all Gas, Grub, and Go employees were required to wear. A career of stains covered the front, leaving a monstrous grease stain that resembled one left by a dead car up on blocks on the driveway for the past five years.  

      It hadn’t occurred to him Mr. Bobby’s dad would be here at work. For all Jimmy knew, he worked nights at Gas, Grub, and Go Number 12. Closer to the neighborhood where they lived. Maybe he’d been transferred or moved here for some reason that escaped Jimmy. And to be perfectly honest, he didn’t care about. The internal workings of a convenience store chain personnel system didn’t excite him in the least.

      Stepping away from the display, he cupped his hands behind his back. “Hello, sir, Mr. Bobby’s dad,” Jimmy said in a calm, measured, placating voice. He tried not to show his true emotion at the moment, which was trepidation.

      This was all he needed right now, to get busted by Bobby’s dad. Now, Mom would know for sure Jimmy was cavorting around town at odd hours instead of learning to slide into home plate or how to toss a knuckleball. Jimmy had no doubt Bobby’s dad would be the type to rat him out.

      When Jimmy would visit his best friend next door, Bobby had warned him not to make any sudden moves around his dad. Not even to raise your voice. They kept a bin of socks by the front door and expected anyone entering to slip a pair on. Even their own dog, Rascal.

      Most of the time, when home, Bobby’s dad stayed hidden, locked away in a back room. Occasionally Jimmy would see him dart down the hall, only to vanish just as quickly into the bathroom or laundry area.

      One day when an Uncle Gus’ Old Thyme Root Beer (in a bottle, always in a bottle) had him feeling a little loose lipped, Jimmy finally got the nerve to ask Bobby if his dad was some crime mob boss who was expecting a hit on him at any moment. He’d turned state’s evidence against the rest of the mob family, the ones he made a blood oath to never betray. Not until the feds got a hold of him and he squealed like a pig, so to speak.

      Or was he a super-secret double-agent assassin hit man who retired but was expecting old enemies to eventually find him, and then he’d have to dig up his killing instruments from where he’d buried them in the backyard under the flower bed and return to the lonely life he’d hoped to leave behind.

      It was neither of those potentially cool scenarios.

      Turned out Bobby’s dad held a record. It wasn’t for the number of successful hit jobs, either. Bobby’s dad had been the most mugged in all of Three G’s history.

      Bobby’s dad had been pistol-whipped more than the boisterous town drunk in Alleys of Laredo. He could probably tell the make and model of any gun simply by the sound it made colliding with his skull.

      Eyes darting from left to right, Bobby’s dad stood fully upright. He held what Jimmy thought was a two-by-four carved in the rough shape of a baseball bat. It was hard to tell behind the plexiglass. On some level Jimmy could relate to Bobby’s dad wanting the protection of a good ol’ slugger.

      “Shouldn’t you be in school or somethin’?” Bobby’s dad said as he nervously began chewing a finger. He glanced through the ballistic-glass plate window towards the gas pumps. Cracks spidered away from five attempted bullet holes. The glass had shattered, but stayed in place.

      “It’s summer break,” Jimmy said. “The same as Bobby.”

      The concept of being out of school seemed a little lost on him, as he didn’t flinch when Jimmy stated this. Instead, he said, “You should be with your mother. Little kids like you shouldn’t be roaming around. You end up causing problems. Then you grow up and end up causing bigger problems. I’ve seen it a hundred times.” His voice trembled slightly. Then he gulped.

      “Yessir,” Jimmy said. “Mom sent me here for some sunglasses, that’s all.” He smiled again even though the thought of lying left a dirty taste in his mouth. Next time he’d have to find a better way to say the truth without such blatant disregard for the truth.

      The answer seemed to satisfy Bobby’s dad enough for the time being. He removed the three locks and window bar, then exited his plexiglass home and paced through the store like he was stalking big game. He moved to the rear door. Locks and chains were in place, and obviously satisfied with this, he came back to the front. He went back behind the counter and scrolled through video camera feeds that displayed in black and white on a little monitor next to the cash register.

      Back at the sunglass display carousel, Jimmy took a pair that he figured didn’t make him look like he had bug eyes and tried them on. Not quite small enough. A couple more pairs and he settled on a pair of black plastic rims with slightly mirrored lenses. They reminded him of the alien eyeglasses Little Doug would use to tell him who was friend and who was the enemy that needed killing.

      Satisfied with his decision, Jimmy glanced at the paltry shelf next to the carousel, which held a couple of cheap plastic toys covered in dust. One, though, caught his interest. A red Hot Lick brand mega yo-yo. Better yet, a 50% off red tag was stuck to it.

      Last summer when they first came out, Jimmy just knew if he didn’t get one that very moment, his vacation would be shot. Maybe a day, two at most, he moped around the house, believing there wasn’t much more to life if he couldn’t get his hands on a red Hot Lick mega yo-yo. But soon some new commercial for some new obsession crowded out the yo-yo. By the end of the week, he’d forgotten Hot Lick mega yo-yos even existed.

      But as he stared at the one now on the dusty shelf, all the thoughts of last summer came flooding back. There was no way he would leave Gas, Grub, and Go Number 15 without it in his little hands.

      He took both items to the cash register, where Bobby’s dad nervously paced.

      Just then an electronic ding, ding nearly made the frightened shell of a man jump out of his skin. He yelped. His fear was infectious and chewed away at Jimmy’s nerves, too. That, coupled with the thought someone was already tailing him, made Jimmy antsy to get moving. He was a sitting duck right now.

      The ding was a car pulling up to the gas pumps.

      “Uh-oh,” Bobby’s dad said as he peered at the car from where he’d crouched just below the plate-window sill. “Looks like trouble.”

      “I think they want gas,” Jimmy said as he watched an old lady get out of the car and, shuffling to the back, fight with the gas cap. An even older lady, this time using a walker with tennis balls on the feet, joined her in the battle. Both were able to finally pry the stubborn cap loose.

      “You’re a kid. You don’t know about these things,” Bobby’s dad whispered harshly, continuing to peer out the window. He sounded near panic. Sweat formed on his head and trickled down the bandage stuck to his temple. He wiped it off. “You probably still wet the bed. Maybe even still wear diapers.”

      Jimmy turned red.

      “I need to go,” he said after a minute of burning holes through Bobby’s dad with a withering stare. He held up his Apple Valley Credit Union Junior Tycoon debit card.

      Without removing his eyes from the pumps, Bobby’s dad rang up and cashed out Jimmy. His breathing had become near hyperventilation level as splotchy pinpricks welled on his cheeks. Jimmy thought he would pass out right there. Fortunately Jimmy didn’t know CPR, so he could just walk out of the store if he did.

      “I don’t need a bag,” Jimmy said as he tossed the items into his denim flaming-bat backpack. He headed for the door.

      “Hey, kid,” Bobby’s dad said, eyes still stuck on the car and the geriatric occupants as they now struggled to pull the gas handle from the pump. “Take down their license plate number, just in case.”
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      Jimmy was inside the store for only a few minutes, but once outside, it felt like the day was nearing night.

      Dreary clouds raced overhead. The coolish wind earlier now felt downright cold as it gusted. He shivered in response. Fortunately, the gusts were intermittent enough that he could warrior up and push through the cold bouts. No jacket required.

      “I knew this wouldn’t be easy,” Jimmy said resolutely as he rubbed his scrawny arms vigorously. “Saving the world isn’t easy work.”

      Then he headed south, whistling his world-traveling theme.

      Within a few minutes, Jimmy had cleared the small valley town. Businesses ended, houses grew sparser, and tracts of land grew wider. The road he was on went south for another mile or two, to eventually go someplace Jimmy had never been.

      Apple and oak trees, he thought, popped up more frequently, soon becoming what everyone called the “south woods.”

      Then that prickly feeling of someone watching him came back. Guts ain’t just for processing waste, Little Doug would quip. Trust your gut. Jimmy nodded at the sage advice in his head and quickly found the largest tree and hid behind it. He scanned the area, but didn’t see anyone. Or anything.

      It could be the enemy hunting him down like a dog. Invisible, cold-blooded robot scouts, built with only a singular prime directive to drive them forward: to hunt down humans and exterminate them. With extreme prejudice.

      Just like the ones in Robo Calls for Destruction.

      Remembering his reason for even stopping by Three Gs, Jimmy ripped off his denim flaming-bat backpack, taking a moment to admire his flaming-bat handiwork, then fished out his new sunglasses.

      He slowly placed them on his forehead, then wiggled his face until they slid down to cover his eyes. That was the only way playas and action heroes would wear them.

      Once on, they tingled in the same way his slugger had tingled when the alien firefly had swooped around it. Before he could pull them off his head to inspect them, a car came barreling down the road.

      Jalopy immediately popped into Jimmy’s head. That was another one of those words Jimmy found amusing (like butte) in the way only an eleven-year-old can.

      Bangs of cylinder misfires preceded the car. Puffs of dirty tailpipe clouds followed. As the old car neared, Jimmy saw that what he originally thought was brown was, in fact, rust. Like a gigantic rust bird took a giant rust poop on it. The car neared, the front left tire wobbling like a liquored-up belly dancer. He’d never seen one, but Reggie had said that once.

      The car slowed, trembling violently, then with an earsplitting wail of grinding brakes, stopped.

      Mr. Fuller, Jimmy’s fifth-period science teacher, rolled down his window. He popped his head out.

      He wore a brown satin button-up with an oversized collar. The top two buttons were undone, showing a rug of chest hair and a gold chain twisted in the same chest hair. He removed his own pair of sunglasses, which looked similar to ones worn by Kilo, the former child star derailed by a tell-all book by a disgruntled hairdresser.

      Jimmy froze in place. If he thought Bobby’s dad was a ten on the “this completely sucks” scale, then meeting one of his teachers was an eleven. Maybe twelve. His cheeks warmed with prickles of embarrassment.

      “Hey, kid,” Mr. Fuller said. “What’re you doing out here in the middle of nowhere by yourself?” He looked around. “You should be at daycare, in a crib or something.”

      Jimmy thought his teacher was distracted and didn’t recognize him. “Um, hello, Mr. Fuller,” he said. If this wasn’t Mr. Fuller, then maybe this was a twin brother Jimmy knew nothing about. Or worse, what if this was an alien replacement person. Jimmy gulped, which was the best he could do at this moment.

      But the blank stare didn’t leave Mr. Fuller’s face. “Oh, you’ve heard of me,” he said, raising his chin a little higher. “I’ll bet you heard of me getting employee of the quarter. It must’ve been on the news.”

      Of all Jimmy’s teachers, by far he enjoyed Mr. Fuller’s science class the most. He knew such interesting things as the difference between meteors and meteorites, and the dietary habits of bats. In his class, Jimmy actually paid attention, even volunteering to answer questions when he wasn’t directly asked.

      There was no way Mr. Fuller didn’t know him. He sat in the front row and sharpened his pencils.

      “It’s gonna rain soon,” Jimmy’s teacher said, sticking his hand out the window and looking at the sky. “I’ll bet the humidity’s at least seventy-five percent. Maybe eighty. I saw a flash in the woods.” He pointed in the direction Jimmy was headed. “Must’ve been lightning. You know lightning can heat the air to five times the sun’s temperature? Pretty impressive, huh? But you’re probably afraid of lightning, huh?”

      Mr. Fuller put his jalopy in gear. It responded by shuddering, then dying. He gave an apologetic look as he turned over the engine. It slurred worse than a kindergartener with brain freeze. It lurched then died again.

      Jimmy left Mr. Fuller along the road, him slapping his steering wheel.

      There were bigger matters Jimmy had to figure out than his science teacher’s crappy car. Such as, why didn’t he recognize Jimmy, easily his favorite student?

      This eerily resembled Don’t Forget Your Space Helmet’s plot, when an astronaut returned to his lunar lander only to find his dust samples infected him with amnesia. It made for an interesting trip back to Earth.

      The movie was the second feature of last week’s Midnight Matinee on Channel 56, hosted by El Creepo, the automaton mannequin clown. In between scenes, it’d cut to El Creepo, who’d have some clever pun or witty insight. Sometimes it’d reenact a scene with home-brewed dialog.

      Jimmy normally skipped the Midnight Matinee show because of El Creepo. Or more specifically, because it was an undead clown. Just the thought of its white-painted face and red oversized lips rocketed a cold sliver of chilling eternal fear up Jimmy’s back.

      He agreed with himself this was no time to think about clowns, especially alone in the afternoon heading into the south woods.

      “Be cool, Little Jimmy,” he whispered to himself.

      Just then a flash temporarily lit the sky. Like someone shot off a massive solitary aerial firecracker. One that cost at least five dollars. Or a humongous stray bolt of lightning. In his mind he began a slow count. Mr. Fuller (who no longer recognized his star pupil) had taught the class a way to tell how far away lightning was during Storm Safety Week.

      When he reached thirty-six without so much as a rumble, Jimmy began to suspect there wouldn’t be thunder at all. Then a twig snap behind him sent him blindly scrambling forward. He bolted around a couple of trees, scuttling, jigging left and right like a pro sports person doing their job on the field. After fifty yards or so, he slowed.

      Besides Mr. Fuller in his beat-up car, Jimmy hadn’t seen any other people. And as he got farther from town and the trees grew thicker, he began to feel even more isolated.

      Just then his cell buzzed, making him leap in the air. He took it from his pocket and read the notification.

      Warning, enemy near!

      Then he heard a howl followed by a yip.

      “Oh no, a wolf,” Jimmy said. Then as he listened intently, he heard two howls come from somewhere in the woods. Closer this time. “Wolves,” Jimmy said, pluralizing his previous statement.

      Knocking a single bloodsucking bat out of the sky was one thing. Smacking around a solitary mangy feral cat was another. But as Jimmy thought of a pack of wolves, his bravado ran a little shallow.

      He gripped his slugger, which didn’t seem as long as before. Even his arms felt somewhat weaker than minutes ago. He swallowed hard.

      “Hey, you!” someone yelled, breaking Jimmy’s self-doubt ruminations.

      Startled, he screamed and jumped, spinning wildly to confront whoever snuck up on him.

      Clancy!

      He stepped from behind a tree and, after thumping his toothpick away like a low-level mob henchman getting ready to pull off a hit job, walked towards Jimmy.

      “I’m looking for a kid about yay high.” He leveled his hand at Jimmy’s height. Exactly. “He’s around eleven years old, small for his age. Weak jawline. Still wets the bed. You seen him?”

      The moment of complete dread was replaced by one of complete bewilderment. Jimmy’s (apparently weak) jaw dropped as he stood a foot away from one of his arch nemeses. Face to face, nose to nose. And this archnemesis didn’t even recognize him. Just like Mr. Fuller.

      At some point in Jimmy’s short quest, did he cross a rip in the universe? Like when Little Doug’s nemesis, the Hooded Miscreant, tossed him through a manufactured wormhole.

      Or worse, what if Jimmy had been—gulp—slain! Gave up the ghost. Taking a dirt nap. Pushing up daisies. And he didn’t even know it.

      A round of cold sweat broke on his forehead. But then, Jimmy reasoned, can a restless spirit break out in a cold sweat? Probably not.

      Suddenly, a new thought dawned in Jimmy’s head as he remembered the tingling sensation when he’d first put on the cheap sunglasses.

      Could it be…? Slowly he slid them off his face.

      “Whoa, mama. Naked Jimmy,” Clancy exclaimed as he stumbled backwards, finally recognizing his best friend’s little—and more handsome—brother. “Where did you come from?”

      Loud barking, mixed with growls/snarls, cut him off. The wolves.

      Two burst from a row of hedges a hundred feet away. The mangy, kind of emaciated dog cousins paused, licking rows of vicious teeth. With one last snarl of complete and utter hatred for all things human, they charged.

      Jimmy brought his slugger forward. “Find a weapon. They’re gunning for us.”

      “Wait,” Clancy said, looking around, still bewildered, probably from Jimmy’s sudden appearance. Then his eyes fell on the wolves and he gave a startled eeep.

      Immediately he searched the ground, but there was nothing close but a rock the size of a potato chip and a diseased, thin branch no more than a quarter inch in diameter.

      Clancy looked at the two desperately, probably weighing which one would delay him getting his throat ripped out the longest.

      With a new thought, Jimmy slung off his backpack and thrust his hand inside. He brought out the red Hot Lick mega yo-yo. “Here.” He tossed it to Clancy. “Defend yourself.”

      Catching it, Clancy gave it a puzzled look. “A yo-yo. It’s a toy,” he stated.

      “Use that toy if you value your pathetic life,” Jimmy said in a moment of battlefield candor. All great heroes could use any situation to inspire.

      One wolf, the largest of the two, about the same height as Max but not as thick, was clearly faster than its buddy. It had pulled ahead by several lengths and, with living-in-the-wild ease, leaped for Jimmy, showing all its canine teeth. Its eyes were green swirling marbles of ancient invading-alien knowledge.

      It caught hold of Jimmy’s slugger in its mouth and landed, nearly pulling him off balance. Immediately the wolf thrashed its head violently, attempting to rip it from his grasp. Jimmy thought it was going to yank his arms from their sockets.

      At some point in the breathless moments Clancy had looped the yo-yo string onto his hand. “What’s this supposed to—” he began to say, but with the slightest motion, the yo-yo spun away from his hand.

      Spinning impossibly fast, it shot away on its spiderweb string, making a beeline for the wolf. It struck the rabid beast squarely between its eyes.

      That was enough for the wolf to release its death grip on the bat, yelping in the process and backing up.

      Now gripped in both hands, Jimmy made a short bunting motion with his slugger like a riot policeman pushing back an angry mob with his baton, knocking the stunned wolf backwards several more feet.

      By now the second wolf had reached the fray and snapped ferociously at Jimmy. His rapid swing caught the wolf on its side, but it was still able to rake a couple of its larger teeth against his arm before tumbling to its side.

      Despite the burning in Jimmy’s arm, he swung downward with his slugger, catching the wolf solidly on its head.

      The second wolf cried out, then shimmered like it went out of focus. Its grayish coat turned snot green, then shifted like water. It seeped away into the grass.

      Clancy’s yo-yo extended away from him, this time weaving through the first wolf’s legs, magically turning and bobbing so that it tangled them up. The wolf could do nothing else than drop to its side, futilely snapping at the string wrapping it up. It still managed to snarl, though.

      Quickly Jimmy moved to the larger wolf before it could break free, and dispensed justice by way of his alien-enhanced slugger and a well-placed blow.

      This wolf did the same as its slower companion, turning to goo, then dissolving into the earth.

      Free of the wolf, Clancy’s yo-yo bounced back into his hand. The excess string slurped back into it like a really long spaghetti strand.

      Jimmy’s cell buzzed as he dropped to the ground, physically and emotionally spent. He didn’t think he even had the strength to answer it.

      “Whoa, mama,” Clancy said with more solemnity this time around. He stared from his hand still clutching the yo-yo, to Jimmy and his bat, to the snot green grease spots that once were wolves. “What just happened?” he asked in a tiny voice, his head shaking in disbelief.

      There was too much to tell at this moment. The best Jimmy could do was give Clancy a weak smile. He mustered enough strength to slip his cell from his shorts pocket and checked the notifications.

      Enemy defeated! Good job, kiddo!

      Another notification immediately followed.

      Congratulations! You’ve got a party!
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            What The Sidekick?

          

        

      

    

    
      In the woods to the south of Apple Valley, sitting on a rotted stump full of rotting-stump insects, Jimmy winced as he delicately touched the wolf-teeth scrapes on his arm. Then he remembered the cat scratches, which he’d completely forgot about until now. Carefully, he peeled away the Band-X covering those.

      To his amazement, the scratches had virtually healed. Completely gone. It hadn’t been more than a few hours since he’d stuck it on his spindly arm. Either he’d gained some new super mutant power such as rapid healing, or his denim flaming-bat backpack had miraculously transformed the ordinary Band-X bandages into super Band-X bandages. And he knew the answer.

      His backpack had turned the Band-Xs into super healing strips.

      Quickly he slid another bandage from the box and, after tearing off the wrap, placed it on the wolf-teeth scrapes.

      Everything put in his denim flaming-bat backpack changed in some curious way. Like his sunglasses. Obviously when he wore them, people didn’t recognize him. He wondered if it would work on Mom.

      “Incognito glasses,” he said, giving them a chill name. All items should have chill names.

      Clancy didn’t seem to hear him.

      The kid leaned against a nearby tree, his face turned towards the blowing cool breeze. His eyes were wide as he nervously chewed on a pencil-thin branch. After asking what happened, he hadn’t said anything else. His hand kept a death grip on the yo-yo.

      Jimmy came to the medical conclusion Clancy was clearly in shock. Just like he’d seen countless times on Call the Doc television series, a big-city emergency room drama staffed by post-millennial, wet-behind-the-ears docs and the nurses who loved their “fight the evil healthcare system” attitudes. Every episode was guaranteed to have at least one person flopping around, hitting the deck, eyes rolling back in their heads. Unresponsive to shaking and yelling. Apparently going into shock made for great TV.

      A couple of times he thought of smacking Clancy across the face, but decided that probably wasn’t a good idea. Instead, Jimmy thought of the best way to tell Clancy everything he needed to know in the shortest amount of time. A man of action, Jimmy didn’t have the patience or desire for a long backstory.

      As Jimmy studied his new sidekick with keen, scrutinizing eyes, he shook his head in disbelief. What was the alien firefly thinking when it chose Clancy? His own archnemesis.

      A sidekick, party, team, and he didn’t even get a vote in the matter. There was no democracy in that action. Where was his vote? Lost in the mail, probably in the trash with underwear catalogs and overdue water bills.

      Jimmy took inventory of his vast sidekick knowledge, gathered from countless hours in front of the television with game controller in hand.

      He knew many types of sidekicks. There were the comedic ones that were good for a laugh but would end up getting smoked at a critical time. Then there were the sage ones who doled out wisdom like Santa tossing candy canes from the back of a fire truck in the town Christmas parade.

      Of course there were the ones who didn’t settle for being a sidekick for long. They had bigger aspirations. Like Xeg.

      But there was another. And that was what had suddenly derailed Jimmy’s quest.

      The archnemesis sidekick.

      He’d seen it before. Blaze had faced this same dilemma in Death Don’t Die III. He had to team up with a low-level gunrunner in order to infiltrate Doctor Sunset’s smuggling network. The gunrunner ended up getting smoked by Blaze in the last five minutes of the movie. He never even saw it coming.

      A fleeting thought passed in Jimmy’s mind, wondering if he could snuff out Clancy if needed.

      Instead, he knew he owed his sidekick some explanation. But even Jimmy couldn’t fathom the amount of backstory he’d blown through, bored out of his mind.

      Every RPG ever created had some prince, some heir, losing his/her throne and, through a series of fortunes, regaining their rightful crown. Games were littered with nobility cheated out of their inheritance. Swindled by a dissatisfied uncle.

      Just as often lowly dirt-ball pickpockets who’d known nothing except a hard life on the streets suddenly found out they were the chosen ones. For whatever chosen task drove the game forward. Rescuing a princess locked away in a tower or defeating an evil second cousin on their mother’s side.

      Mindlessly he’d click through cinematic cut scenes of pointy-eared, large-eyed people with stringy, flowing purple hair. One would stare off with some wispy look in their eye. Dialog bubbles zipped by as Jimmy rapid-fired his A button to advance the conversation without paying attention to what was said, typically crap dialog and bad overdubs.

      RPGs might have had grand stakes, but in the end, everyone knew it was about finding items and leveling up. And the battles.

      It all comes down to the gunfight, Jimmy remembered a gunslinger, with a limp given to him from an Apache arrow, saying. He forgot the name of the movie, but knew the limping gunslinger said this before pulling his seven-shooters (the extra bullet fooled many cowboys into an early grave) and laying waste to a saloon full of dishonest cattle ranchers and one back-talking bartender.

      As succinctly as possible to not bore himself any more than necessary, Jimmy filled Clancy in on the events leading up to the battle with the dire wolves.

      Even though the fight was epic in its own right, Jimmy felt adding dire to wolves sounded so much better. A chill name. Clancy agreed.

      In the distance, another flash like before. And then, as the light spots in Jimmy’s eyes from the unexpected flash faded, he was kinda glad someone was with him in the darkening woods.

      A part of him knew that if a sidekick wasn’t here, the dire wolf fight might not have gone the way it did.

      Never in a million years did Jimmy ever expect to feel any other emotion for Clancy Bartholomew than sheer contempt. The comfort he would’ve had knowing someone—anyone—was with him left a bitter taste in his mouth once that someone turned out to be Clancy.

      How cruelly Fate had dealt with the young man. There was a lesson there, somewhere.

      Jimmy took the El Munchos bag from his backpack, and after chomping down on one triangle chip of goodness, which produced a rejuvenating wave in him, removing his tiredness, he handed one to Clancy. “Eat this,” Jimmy said in a voice that indicated he was clearly the hero of the story and not just a comedic sidekick.

      Clancy took it in his hand and inspected it. “A chip,” he stated. “I have a gluten allergy.”

      Sighing, Jimmy said, “Eat it. It’s a boost.”

      Giving him a curious look out of the side of his beady eyes, Clancy turned the chip in his grubby fingers. First, he touched a fragile corner to his tongue, then proceeded to chomp down on the rest.

      Immediately his rugged face lit with some kind of inner light. A crooked smile drifted across his face. “Whoa, momma!” he exclaimed, obviously surprised. “What is that stuff? Some illegal mushrooms or something?”

      Jimmy hoped he didn’t get the same stupid look on his face as Clancy did when eating the chip. “The backpack turned it into some kind of alien superfood,” he said. “Like avocados or kale. Just not as disgusting.”

      Finished with his chip, Clancy used his greasy pinkie to fish a chunk from between his teeth, which he chewed again then swallowed. Finished, he rubbed his belly while saying, “Mmmm.” He even did a little dance, which was uninspiring.

      Jimmy turned from him with disgust in his eyes. This is going to be a long adventure, he thought.
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        * * *

      

      The two-man—or boy—party made their way through the south woods, following a blip on Jimmy’s cell. The goal, a piece of alien ship that was also a weapon, according to a strange alien firefly that Jimmy took at its word.

      As they traveled, Jimmy’s humming ended as he once again thought of the complete and utter devastation he’d wrought on the dire wolves. They were no mere bat or cat. The ferocious beasts that he’d smote were on another level altogether. He needed to update his résumé to reflect this.

      Pausing, he pulled his notebook from his backpack. Clancy, his slow mind probably thinking of bellybutton lint or ear wax, stopped and watched Jimmy with curious eyes.

      No doubt, Jimmy thought, the boy was clearly impressed with his command over the situation. He ruminated over his impressive skills as he licked the tip of his index finger, then with great hand flourishes flipped the wide-rule pages like a wannabe author thumbing through their newest vanity print novel.

      But then he stopped, mid-flip, his hand trembling in the air.

      He’d turned to his grocery list, but the fact that Mom had him pick up milk and eggs wasn’t what made his thin jaw drop.

      Crude letters became visible, appending themselves to the bottom of the list. They glimmered as they formed. Some mysterious alien writing from some other dimension. A true case of Unexplainable Paranormals.

      The weekly Channel 56 docudrama investigative series focused on a crack team of semi-journalist/social influencers led by the irascible but still lovable Harley Core, former A-list action hero still trying to cling to whatever he had left.

      The team would race around the country, fact-finding on such important topics such as yeti, the Mothman, and where socks go when they disappear from the laundry. Harley would usually throw around a couple of his favorite box-office quips while the twenty-somethings snooped and probed.

      Mysterious materializing letters in a notebook were right up Harley’s alley. By now the letters had formed enough so that Jimmy could read them clearly.

      The first item added to the list was El Muncho Tortilla Chips (1/4 bag).

      The next item was Flav-O-Blast cinnamon gum (four sticks).

      Jimmy nearly fell over as his eyes bugged out. His grocery list had become an inventory of his denim flaming-bat backpack! Drunk-headed from excitement, he scanned down the rest of the list:

      Orange notebook w/stubby pencil

      Water bottle

      Cheez-O crackers (1/2 box)

      Band-X bandages (14 count)

      Uncle Gus’ Old Thyme Root Beer (2 bottles)

      Toothbrush

      As he watched, the 14 next to the Band-X glowed, then changed to 13 as a red -1 floated off the page as it disappeared. Wielding countless hours of gaming knowledge, Jimmy surmised that -1 was for the bandage he’d just used to patch up his arm from the dire wolf teeth scratches. He had a completely awesome running inventory.

      Then he thought of the résumé he’d cobbled together.

      When he flipped to his abilities page, he saw the 2 he had for Smash ability shimmer in a way he thought a fairy dust fart would shimmer. It changed to a 3. His Defense ability also changed to 3.

      His eyes ballooned and he thought he was going to swoon like one of the lonely stay-at-home housewives when the ripped gardener made his Monday visit to scrape the algae off the pool in Mom’s novellas. Jimmy fanned himself with his notepad as he realized the alien magic had turned his résumé into something more. Into some freaky real-life stat sheet.

      “What’s wrong? Have to use the bathroom?” Clancy asked in a particularly condescending way.

      Jimmy shook his head. “My résumé. I’m maxing out on abilities. I wouldn’t be surprised if I’m on the verge of becoming a superhero.”

      “Oooh,” Clancy gushed as he clapped his hands. “I want a résumé too, whatever that is.”

      “Well,” Jimmy said as he pondered the idea, “I guess it couldn’t hurt. After all, you are my apprentice.” With that Jimmy took his orange notepad and ripped out a sheet near the end. He handed it to Clancy. “This is important, critical stuff here. Write down your alien-bashing abilities. You know, your skills. If you have any.”

      “Gimme a pencil,” Clancy said, drool leaking from the corner of his mouth.

      Once Jimmy gave him the stubby pencil, Clancy went to work. Taking the pencil in his left hand, he intently scribbled on the paper cupped in his right. His tongue, which reminded Jimmy of week-old calamari left on the counter, pushed from his mouth as he struggled with the effort.

      “Oh, wait,” Clancy said after a minute. “I’m right-handed.” He switched the pencil in his hand and then wrote on the paper. “Here.” Like a proud papa, he held it out for Jimmy to admire.

      Paper in hand, Jimmy held it before him and squinted his eyes the same way he’d seen the super-intelligent triple PHD professor do on No Nukes for Mars. Single-handedly, the farsighted professor tricked the so-called “intelligent Martian invaders” into believing Russia was much better soil for their kind to inhabit.

      This saved Uncle Sam and the good ole US of A while getting rid of their Cold War enemies. A two-for-one deal.

      “Spitting?” Jimmy said incredulously as he looked at Clancy. “That’s your skill? Spitting?”

      “The gap between my two front teeth makes me like a viper.” Clancy then demonstrated his spitting, which Jimmy didn’t find impressive in the least. Instead, he looked at what else Clancy had scribbled.

      “Butt-kicking savagery,” Jimmy read Clancy’s juvenile scrawling. That was similar to Jimmy’s own Smash ability, albeit a little less refined. But the intent was there. “That’s it? Two things?”

      Clancy shrugged, wiping spit from his mouth.

      “Let’s add a couple.” Taking the stubby pencil, Jimmy added Defense and, just to goad his sidekick a little, he put Charisma. He figured Clancy would dip into the negatives with that one.

      And that was it. A sidekick is… well, a sidekick. They don’t bring much to the table. Not like the hero of the story. With this reasoning, Jimmy put a 1 for Clancy’s Butt-Kicking Savagery and 0 for Defense. He giggled to himself as he tossed the paper and pencil in his backpack. “You’ve got a résumé.”

      “That’s it? That easy?” Clancy said, somewhat surprised.

      “Yep.”

      They continued on. As they did, the sky darkened, but Jimmy didn’t know if it was because of the thickening trees or the storm clouds. Whichever it was, he shivered slightly, wishing he had a sweater. Soon his mind drifted back to the notebook and its cool new powers. He whistled to himself, completely satisfied with his awesome power. His denim flaming-bat backpack didn’t cease to impress him.

      But soon night came, and out here in the woods, it felt a little scary. And it got a little cooler.

      Clancy was wearing the plastic leather jacket he’d worn since second grade. Each year the sleeves grew shorter, so Clancy made up for that by slouching, even subconsciously drawing in his arms like a turtle trapped on an interstate pulls its legs back into its shell. That was how committed Clancy was to not giving up his fake leather jacket.

      “You think,” Clancy said, his normally grating voice taking a softer, reflective tone, “we’re going to face aliens, like those wolves? Real-life, do-crazy-operations-on-us aliens? Like melt our brains and replace them with the brains of a slug or something?”

      Jimmy shrugged. He knew Clancy must’ve watched Grey Matter for Mars on Channel 56 last week, because that was the exact plot, all the way down to the slugs.

      “So what else can that backpack do?” Clancy asked.

      Jimmy slowed. It was such an obvious question that he should’ve asked that himself when he first learned about the backpack. What else could it do? He thought for a minute.

      “I don’t know,” he said finally.

      “Lemme see what I’ve got.” Quickly Clancy jammed his hands into his jeans pockets. All he found was lint and a gum wrapper. He searched the ground. “Here,” he said, bending down and picking up an object. A small rock.

      Slipping his denim flaming-bat backpack off, Jimmy held it open. Clancy, before dropping the rock inside, peered into it with a questioning stare. “Do we have to wait?” he asked once the rock disappeared into the blackness.

      Jimmy shrugged. “I dunno. Never had a cool alien backpack before.”

      Gently he shook the bag like mixing a top-shelf martini or some other adult partying drink. To be sure, Jimmy counted to ten, in case time was needed. He knew in some games, time was a factor.

      Such as in his favorite console RPGs when you drop a weapon off at some dwarven blacksmith. You can’t just turn around and get it back. You walk around town aimlessly, chatting with random non-player characters, or NPCs as hip gamers call them.

      Once Jimmy finished his arbitrary count, he dug in his backpack and found the rock. He pulled it out.

      Clancy stared at the object with curious eyes. “So what does it do?”

      Jimmy had no idea. He didn’t even know how to operate it. Or turn it on. All the other weapons and items up till now just kinda… worked.

      No ON switch needed.

      In Master of Swiss Army Mayhem, Mr. Cris (who used his Swiss Army knife to repair all kinds of weaponry) would say “Game on” before using a repaired blaster to blow a smoking hole in an enemy.

      That was fine for Mr. Cris, but Jimmy hadn’t said anything before using his alien-enhanced tech. At least he didn’t think he did.

      Arm stretched before him, rock in his hand, Jimmy let go. It dropped to the ground with a dull thud.

      “Well, that was anticlimactic,” Clancy said.

      Jimmy agreed.

      Perhaps the denim flaming-bat backpack didn’t work with everything. Or perhaps some unwritten alien rule applied, such as the item wouldn’t work until needed. He could deal with that.

      “Maybe I can wear it?” Clancy suddenly blurted out. This caught Jimmy completely by surprise.

      Would a sidekick ask to wear the hero’s tights? Would Two-Bits demand to carry Jenny Blast, Blaze’s sawed-off shotgun? Absolutely not! Xag and Xeg all over again.

      Jimmy needed to nip this in the bud, as his dad would say whenever a subordinate would give him some guff. Right away. Do not pass Go, do not collect two hundred.

      Involuntarily, Jimmy took a cautious step back. “Um, no,” he said, scrambling for a legitimate reason beyond “because I don’t want you to.” Since he couldn’t think of a legit reason, he cooked one up. “The firefly said only I could wear it. Yeah.”

      Clancy nodded like he understood, but Jimmy doubted much could get through his skull.

      “It’s getting dark,” Clancy added as he looked to the sky. “I figure someone as young as you would be terrified to be out in the woods at night. Probably cry yourself to sleep or something.”

      Jimmy didn’t respond. He just started walking again in the direction of the blip on his cell.

      Sidekick Clancy followed him, whistling lowly some mindless tune. Whatever it was, Jimmy was sure it was off key.

      If there was one thing Jimmy knew, it was the last thing he’d ever do was let Clancy the Archnemesis Now a Sidekick Barf-olomew wear his denim flaming-bat backpack with alien powers.

      “That must never happen,” Jimmy mumbled to himself as he drummed his fingers on his chin the way a Russian crime lord contemplating his next worldwide banking-institution-takeover plan would.
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      “Trees suck,” Clancy said sideways through crooked teeth in serious need of braces as he smacked a low-hanging branch from his path. The branch responded by bouncing back in place, almost grabbing hold of his cheap pleather jacket by the collar. Jimmy thought he heard a curse word or two muttered underneath his breath.

      They’d been in the woods for what seemed like forever. Jimmy’s world-traveling theme he’d made for himself had taken a darker tone as he unintentionally deepened the jingle.

      Maybe it was because he was out so late in the evening. Maybe because he was in the middle of nowhere with a nemesis sidekick following a blinking blue gear icon on his cell from an alien firefly giving him a free app. Stranger things have happened, thought Jimmy wistfully.

      Shrubs and vines grabbed at him. Using his bat, he pushed away the thornier ones. He wished he had a machete to wield, like Explorer Lucas in Road to Mariachi. Jimmy had first seen it on Channel 56 when they were running a Road to marathon. Explorer Lucas was a suave billionaire playboy adventure-seeker, scouring the globe for treasures to collect, women to chase, and butt to kick. They were musicals, so after Lucas would lay down some serious smack talk to entice the bad guys, a South Korean outfit of petty thieves looking to earn a quick buck, into battle, he’d sing songs about the adventurer’s life while hacking Koreans to pieces. Sometimes Lucas would have a duet with his machete.

      It was part of a new movie genre that never quite took off, hack and slash musicals.

      “Wish I had a machete,” Jimmy said as he dodged around a bush.

      “Are we gonna be out here much longer?” Clancy said. “I’m hungry. Hey, gimme one of those trippy, mind-expanding chips. We can put a couple on our tongues and look at the sky. I bet we can see infinity with those babies.”

      Jimmy was about to explain to Clancy why sucking up a bag of rejuvenating health chips was a bad idea when his cell buzzed. He paused, and taking it from his pocket, he checked the notification. Immediately the blood drained from his face.

      
        
        Warning, BOSS approaching!

      

      

      “Oh, look,” he remotely heard Clancy say from the sudden fear that had struck Jimmy’s heart. “There’s a guy who looks like a scientist. Let’s see what he’s doing out here. Hey, Mr. Scientist dude,” Clancy called out, waving like a Hollywood groupie spotting their favorite big-movie actor picking up milk at the local Gas, Grub, and Go.

      “No!” Jimmy yelled, but it was already too late.

      Obviously Clancy had never played any form of RPG that would clue him in to the complete rookie greenhorn mistake he’d just made, rushing into a boss battle before preparing.

      At the back of Jimmy’s little mind, he’d figured he might run into a boss. Every game worth its salt had bosses. Or mini bosses.

      Everyone knew you were to have weapons set on hot, armor donned, life juice at the ready before charging a boss to engage in serious, heated battle.

      Don’t put your cart before the horse, Dad would’ve said in a hairy situation such as this. Well, Clancy didn’t just put the cart before the horse. He’d put the cart out, set it on fire, and danced around it. Naked.

      His sidekick was about to get them killed.

      “What are you doing?” Jimmy yelled as he put his cell away and double-gripped his slugger (double-grip being a cool new term he’d just thought up for grabbing his bat with both hands). “Don’t you know we needed to prepare?”

      “What’re you talking about?” Clancy said as the scientist, who looked an awful lot like the scientist who’d visited Jimmy’s house, wire-rimmed glasses included, neared. He didn’t say a word as he moved, almost like he floated. Probably some vile type of alien levitation.

      And if this boss went by the typical playbook in Boy Battles Bot, then Jimmy expected the out-of-place scientist in the middle of the woods to begin laying out an elaborate reason to what was going on. A running narrative of current events.

      “So,” the scientist said as he stopped feet away from the duo. His coat flapped in the wind that had suddenly begun, looking like a gunslinger about to throw down. His voice had a hint of metal in it. “It’s awful late for two babies to be wandering around in the dark and scary woods, wouldn’t you say? You never know what you’ll find out here.” His voice was colder than when Doctor Sunset had Blaze dangling over a vat of boiling acid in Death Don’t Die II.

      “Be cool, Jimmy,” Jimmy whispered to himself.

      “I’m surprised you’re not crying for your moms and dads. I think your parents should be reported to Child Protective Services,” the scientist added, a firm smirk on his lips. Classic boss goading, if Jimmy had ever seen it.

      The scientist seemed to spark something in Clancy, as the normally stupid look on his pimply face contorted. His cheeks flushed. “I’m not a baby!” he stated, his voice cracking.

      “I sense a disturbance in the force,” the scientist said. “You’ve been talking to a firefly. I know why you’re here, and I have to stop you.”

      Of course, Jimmy thought. Any boss would say that. Little Doug would laugh in his face.

      “Ha!” Jimmy forced himself to laugh. Brief and to the point.

      The wind that had picked up now quieted completely. Trees stopped rustling; leaves stopped falling. Everything went silent. Gunfighter silent.

      Jimmy imagined he stood on Main Street of a dusty frontier cattle town, facing off against a red-bandana cowboy who’d shot his dog while on a three-day bender. Women scooted rubbernecking children off the street. The local mercantile locked its door and dropped the shades. There was going to be a throw down.

      Then the scientist removed his glasses.

      Jimmy and his sidekick gasped.

      Because instead of pupils, his eyes were two marbles of swirling green mist. Evil, come across the galaxy to steal your soul, alien green mist.

      “Oohh, sick,” Clancy said, somewhat amazed.

      Sick was right. But that wasn’t the worst. The scientist stuck out his tongue and pinched it between his fingers. He tugged it like he wanted to rip it from his mouth.

      Then, incredibly, his mouth separated into two halves as his tongue descended down his chin, to his pencil neck.

      Jimmy’s stomach churned as the scientist’s skin and clothes fell away like gently used rags donated to the local homeless shelter.

      This was much worse than an alien wearing his guts on the outside. Much, much worse.

      With the skin, now a fleshy blob, piled on the ground, what stood in its place was a robot. An alien, murderous robot.

      Its body was of shiny metal and conical, like a top stood on end. The point—or butt of it—hovered just above the ground. On top of the other end an oval was attached to resemble a head. a small screen set in the oval burned with the same unholy green alien light as Jimmy had already seen in the alien animals. Smoke swirled in the screen.

      Its arms were four snakelike metal ropes that swung about its body furiously. On each end was a claw device, no doubt made for the sole purpose of ripping a human’s heart right out of their body.

      “I MUST DESTROY YOU!” the robot said in a cheap mechanical, menacing tone. Its whiplike arms flailed before it to show it meant business.

      Jimmy braced himself in a bunting stance, his slugger brought before him defensively.

      But to his astonishment, Clancy barreled past him. His red Hot Lick mega yo-yo was out, and he slung his arm sideways. The yo-yo spun outward, making a slight arc.

      The robot was quick. Instantly three arms went up to intercept the yo-yo. The fourth one lashed out and smacked Clancy in the chest, knocking him backward. He grunted like a rooting pig as he hit the ground hard.

      In a moment of absolute clarity, Jimmy realized his sidekick had just struck the first blow. Even if it didn’t connect with the mad machine, splitting its artificial skull into two. A sidekick should never outshine the hero.

      With a surge of welled-up Hero of the Story ire, Jimmy screamed and lashed out with his slugger.

      He knocked away the arm clawing for Clancy’s pleather jacket. On the backswing, Jimmy leaped forward to smack his slugger against the robot’s chest.

      It shook momentarily as a hollow sound of hammered metal rang from deep within its chest.

      “DEATH TO ALL BIPEDS!” it rattled off.

      The screen on the robot’s head brightened as the extraterrestrial machine wobbled. A blinding bolt of green light erupted from the screen. A robot alien death-ray beam!

      The slugger took the brunt of the brain-melting wave. The smell of cooked wood filled the air, but the bat didn’t catch on fire.

      “Holy crap,” Jimmy said, forgetting his promise to Dad to never cuss like a sailor when confronted with the hardships and bitter disappointments of life.

      The beam distracted Jimmy enough for the angry robot to perform a sneak attack. Two of its arms extended, grabbing at Jimmy’s ankles. He tripped in the scuffle and also fell hard to the ground. His backpack, which he had slung over one narrow shoulder, slipped off his back.

      “BOW TO YOUR ROBOT MASTERS!” the robot declared.

      Spinning around, Jimmy saw Clancy propped up on an elbow enough to sling his yo-yo again. This time it solidly wrapped around two of the robot’s menacing arms, pinning them to its hull, or whatever it called its body. But in the process, the other end of the string slipped off Clancy’s finger.

      “Don’t lose your weapon,” Jimmy yelled. “You should never lose your weapon.”

      Then the vile robot, probably thinking it had suddenly gained the advantage, turned its attention back to Clancy.

      Realizing his sidekick was about to get smoked, Jimmy quickly jammed his hand in his denim flaming-bat backpack before it got away from him. He didn’t care what he grabbed, he just needed something. And fast. When he pulled his hand out, he held a pack of gum. Then an idea struck him.

      “Here, catch,” he called out to Clancy as he tossed a stick of the Flav-O-Blast gum to him. “Chew it!” he ordered him in a commanding voice that demanded respect.

      His aim wasn’t perfect, but close enough for Clancy to desperately snatch the stick off the ground, along with a handful of grass. Without hesitation—like a good sidekick—he blindly obeyed Jimmy’s command and tossed the gum, wrapper and all, into his mouth.

      No more than a couple of seconds passed as Clancy’s face turned beet red. His cheeks blossomed like they were about to burst. Then he cut loose with a monstrous fireball.

      The flaming death cloud of yellow and orange hellfire billowed around the former scientist now robot, consuming it so that it gave a mechanical whirr, perhaps a death cry as its vital memory chips were turned to toasted marshmallow slag.

      Quickly it shuttled itself away from Clancy and out of the billowing cloud of cinnamon-gum-induced flame.

      It sputtered, not steady on its invisible legs (or whatever insane alien tech held it upright). Several char marks were streaked across its polished metal body. The machine was down, but not out.

      In the next instant the robot appeared to compose itself. Its green screen face intensified as its arms that were writhing like a pregnant snake now settled. Wisps of smoke rose from seams and welds.

      “HERE COMES THE PAIN!” it rattled off.

      Clancy’s fireball faded away, leaving black smoke trickling from his nose and mouth.

      Jimmy knew he needed to press the attack. Just like Little Doug.

      The hero of Boy Battles Bot was a tenacious bulldog on steroids when boss-fighting, never letting up. Quitters never quit, or something like that, Jimmy thought as another of Dad’s self-motivational business quotes came to mind.

      Seeing his backpack, Jimmy reached inside once again, searching for something, hoping for a little more of that alien-firefly magic mojo to work.

      Gripping another object, Jimmy pulled it out and held it forward. But then he stopped as he realized he’d grabbed a bottle of Uncle Gus’ Old Thyme Root Beer.

      “I’m not really thirsty. So much for a weap—” he began, but was cut off as the root beer bottle in his hand began to vibrate.

      The vibration turned to shaking, which soon became thrashing. Inside it churned ferociously as bubbles stirred about, ready to explode. Instinctively, Jimmy held it before him by the longneck.

      The cap blew off, and the bottle zipped from his hand. It made a short arc, leaving a carbonation vapor trail in its wake. Violently it slammed into the robot’s head, knocking it clean off as the bottle shattered.

      “CANNOT COMPUTE!” the robot exclaimed as its head tumbled to the ground and shattered like a robin’s egg kicked out of the nest at the end of spring.

      The robot body twirled in a circle three times before toppling over. Its arms became day-old-spaghetti stiff. Jimmy thought he heard a mechanical sigh. All that remained was a misty cloud of root beer and an evaporating exhaust trail.

      “A bottle rocket,” Jimmy said in amazement.

      The robot alien invader that wanted to kill them with brain-withering death rays or rip out their hearts with vicious claws began to sink into the ground. It turned green and gooey like the wolves, dire wolves, then disappeared completely. Leaving nothing but a grease spot and a bad memory.

      “Whoa, momma,” Clancy said, still on the ground, breathing hard. Then he clutched at his throat. “I think I swallowed the wrapper.”

      Jimmy’s cell vibrated, and he snatched it from his shorts pocket. A notification.

      Great job, kiddo!

      Then this was replaced by another notification.

      Your skills are increasing! You earned a great reward!

      Jimmy liked rewards and thought this as he noticed a flash behind a nearby tree.

      He moved past the grease spot that once was an alien robot with brain-melting death rays disguised as a creepy scientist. He stepped over Clancy as he focused on the flash. It told him that was where he would find the reward.

      In Jimmy’s unofficial video game rule book that he planned on writing when he was an ancient man, around thirty years old, number five of his list of video game rules was this: Destroying a boss should always give better than average treasure. It was one of those unspoken things that Jimmy felt needed to be spoken about. He would name the book something like Jimmy’s Video Game Rules of the Road.

      As he cleared the trees, he wondered if the treasure would be stuffed in a chest. Like the ones Little Doug found in inconspicuous locations during his world-saving quests.

      Blue chests were ordinary treasures such as a few paltry coins or some cheap herb that only restored a couple of hit points. Five max. Or maybe some worthless piece-of-crap clothing that gave no protection, like a pair of old breeches (whatever breeches were).

      But golden chests, now those were the big payday, as diamond thieves would often say. Golden chests were the ones that sparkled. They held the good weapons and armor. Plus 5 damage. Boss treasure.

      As Jimmy made his way around the tree, he saw that instead of a gold chest or even a blue one, the glowing object simply rested on the ground. Just like a can of Burpo soda, empty and tossed aside without so much as crushing the can. A piece of road trash.

      When Jimmy picked up the object, the glow faded. It left dancing fairy lights in his eyes that were squashed with a couple of blinks.

      At some point Clancy had picked his wretched self up from the ground and followed Jimmy. “What is it?” Clancy said over his shoulder, close enough for Jimmy to smell the salami sandwich he must’ve had for lunch. His sidekick breathed in through his nose, which made a whistling sound that shredded Jimmy’s soul. He turned away from Clancy and his annoying breathing.

      The object, the fractured piece of weapon that would save the world, looked like a chunk of small cubes stuck together into some kind of ball. It didn’t look much like a weapon at all. More like… junk.

      Jimmy had a fair mind for understanding how things in the world worked. You could learn a lot from movies and games. And Jimmy had seen a hundred types of earth-saving weaponry.

      An epic, massive sword that could cleave time and space and reality. A sword that could cut the fabric of reality and send the mysterious alien invaders back to whatever pit they came from.

      Or a mega blaster. A deceptively small barrel that had enough punch to blow a smoking hole through any Alpha Centauri alien technology force field.

      But none of them looked like this. Then again, maybe there were alien ways in the vastly cosmic universal cosmos that he hadn’t encountered yet. Completely unimpressed by the piece of weaponry, Jimmy tucked it in his backpack. When he pulled his hand back, he found himself clutching his notebook.

      “Oohhh,” Clancy exclaimed as he clapped his hands. “What’s my stats? Gimme, gimme,” he said, flexing his fingers with each gimme.

      Jimmy turned away from him as he flipped to the wide-ruled sheet of spiral-bound paper that held his inventory and résumé.

      He flipped to the grocery list inventory and saw his Flav-O-Blast cinnamon gum reduce by a red -1 to 3. At the end of the list, 1 piece of alien weapon showed up.

      Updating inventories were cool, but he wanted to see his skills. He found the dog-eared page where his résumé was located.

      “Yes!” Jimmy cheered as his Smash ability twinkled, the 3 changing to 4.

      Cleverness ability sparkled and bumped to 5. He knew this was true because he did feel smarter, come to think of it. Almost as smart as the guy who said the world wasn’t flat.

      Feeling pretty good about the whole situation, Jimmy took the folded paper that was Clancy’s, but before he could read it, Clancy snatched it from his hand.

      “Yes,” he hissed through buckteeth. “Butt-Kicking Savagery has jumped to 2, and my Defense is 1. I’m well on the road to success!”

      Jimmy snatched the paper back. As he tucked the résumés in his backpack, his cell buzzed again. He checked it, trying to ignore Clancy’s stupid dancing.

      Location of the next piece [a map glyph]. Go get ’em, tiger!

      Jimmy tapped the glyph, and it pulled up the free app map. The location he stood at had a green check mark while another location blinked with a gear icon. Before Jimmy could process the whereabouts of the new location, a light whistling grabbed his attention.

      Clancy peered over his shoulder, his salami breath rolling down Jimmy’s neck to the steady beat of whistling snot.

      “Whoa, momma,” he gasped. “That’s, like, at the other end of the world.”
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      The other end of the world turned out to be Orange Valley, the next town over.

      Jimmy dug in his backpack and pulled out the bag of El Munchos. He fished one out and popped it in his mouth. The tingle of rejuvenating alien goodness washed over him, beginning with his tongue. It rippled over his body, wiping away the bone tiredness and battle fatigue from kicking the robot alien scientist’s butt.

      He began to put the bag in his backpack but then stopped when he saw the pathetic look on Clancy’s face. His smile made Jimmy think of diarrhea, he wore a pleather jacket two grades too small, and his nose whistled Dixie.

      Despite those serious flaws, Clancy was Jimmy’s sidekick, after all. Good or bad. For better or worse. He had to give Clancy the benefit of the doubt.

      Let’s see how this dog hunts, Dad would say when working with new junior-level partners.

      He held the bag out to Clancy, who promptly took a handful and shoved it in his mouth. Immediately a crooked smile formed and a sparkle in his dirt brown eyes told Jimmy the chips did their job.

      Jimmy shoved the El Munchos bag in his denim flaming-bat backpack before Clancy could suck down the rest, leaving them high and dry. With the life-restoring chips safely put away, he looked around.

      Darkness, with all the potential problems it brings, had rapidly descended on Apple Valley. Except for the few times he’d snuck out with Bobby for nefarious reasons, Jimmy wasn’t comfortable with wandering the dark, mean streets of a gritty town. Who knows what seedy illegal activities were being perpetrated in the witching hours.

      “We need a place to crash,” Jimmy said. “It’s nighttime.”

      Clancy cackled. “Not afraid of the dark, are you, Naked? You’ve never slept outside, huh? That’s babyish. We should look for a safe place. For you, of course.”

      The two searched the woods around them, then decided to go left once Jimmy checked his map app and it showed they should go left.

      In five minutes the alien-bashing duo emerged from the woods to a road running north and south. After getting their bearings, they followed the road north. They walked on the shoulder, gravel crunching underfoot and no car in sight.

      Before long Clancy began limping, then in about fifteen feet slowed to a crawl. “Can we take a break? My dogs are killing me.” He stood on one leg and fanned the other with furious hand flaps.

      “What are you, eighty?” Jimmy said. He shook his head as he kept walking. “We’re not on vacation. We’ve got a mission,” he said over his shoulder, not really caring if Clancy could catch up to him. But after a couple of minutes he heard Clancy’s nasal breathing.

      It didn’t take long for a dirty reddish glow to creep over the horizon before them. Immediately in Jimmy’s mind he put together a completely plausible and most likely scenario.

      He reckoned the light was the scientist/robot’s buddies, returning from a much-needed vacay on the dark side of the moon. Seeding the earth with their scientists/robots puking death rays of death from glowing eyes was tiring.

      He lifted his slugger off his shoulder and worked his wrists loose. As Jimmy and his sidekick neared, what he thought was a waiting group of alien robots jazzed and ready to destroy them turned out to be cheap signage.

      Just off the shoulder of the lonely road, they came upon a ten-bedroom motor hotel. The Must Sleep Motel. More letters were burned out in the motel’s neon sign than were lit. What the burned-out letters left was the words us eep mo, which Jimmy thought would make a great phrase for a monkey to say.

      Us eep mo! Us eep mo! the monkey would yell in complete and unabashed primate rage before tossing a handful of poop at you.

      “Kinda dirty,” Jimmy said as the lack of sign maintenance extended to chipped paint on the outside walls. Windows to three of the rooms had been replaced by cardboard. One by plywood. A trash can overflowed with shriveled banana peels and rolled-up wads of diapers. Many flies enjoyed the buffet. “I don’t think we should stop.”

      “I gotta use the bathroom,” Clancy said, squirming just a bit.

      Unfortunately, now that Clancy opened that floodgate, so to speak, Jimmy’s bladder decided to want to make a pit stop, too.

      Up and down the road was silent and dark. Nothing except the motel. Their choices were slim.

      Jimmy thought he heard the flapping of tiny leathery bloodsucking vampire bat wings. Offhand he didn’t know if bats had families, but he bet they knew about the one on Apple Mount that he’d knocked into the cheap seats with his slugger. And they were out for blood. Literally, not figuratively.

      “Okay, let’s go,” Jimmy said, giving in to Clancy, while instinctively tucking his neck into his shoulders.

      They raced across the broken, weeds-growing-through-cracks parking lot.

      At one end of the motel was a smallish room with graffiti-scrawled plexiglass windows taking up most of the wall. Inside, a dirty fluorescent lamp lit a counter in bathtub-water mustard brown. Outside, a ZapMatic Deluxe Bug Zapper hung from a pole. Bugs flocked around the soft hum of promised electrocution.

      Each insect met their destiny with sharp zaps. Mosquitoes and moths burst into flames as tiny bolts of bug-killing machine lightning fried them. They kamikazed to smash into the ground as drops of smoldering ash.

      When Jimmy and Clancy entered the budget motel office, they saw an old lady person standing behind the counter. Her white grandmotherly hair was pulled up, caught in netting like some short-order fry cook working for pennies to make this month’s rent on his warehouse-converted-to-loft hole-in-the-wall. She also wore a shawl and thick glasses whose lenses were yellowed with age. Probably recycled material from the Great War.

      Standing straight up, arms at her sides, she didn’t move an inch.

      For a second Jimmy thought he’d entered the climax to the almost cult classic movie She’s a Mannequin, Baby. In it, invaders from some galaxy far, far, far away, came to Earth to harvest humans, since humans had thumbs and could hold a hammer. The aliens replaced the humans they abducted with mannequins that carried on with life like they were completely normal. Those were called Replacements. A back-alley wino, tipsy after downing a box of cherry-flavored wine cooler, named the gruesome discovery once he offered a Replacement a drink and saw they couldn’t use a cup.

      For some unknown reason (except to maybe add a nice plot device) the mannequins would shut down for ten minutes each day. Stiff as a gutted bonefish.

      Jimmy always wondered why the invaders didn’t use the Replacements instead, since they had thumbs.

      The sign on the counter said Nonny Piers-Cartwell, proprietor.

      Then the woman behind the counter, presumably Nonny, spoke and moved with human fluidity, which gave Jimmy some relief that this wasn’t a Replacement after all, just a very immobile old lady.

      “It’s late out and crime is on the rise. Where’s your parents, boys?”

      “They’re at home, Ms. Piers-Carlton lady,” Clancy said in a placating, suck-up tone. He also smiled and bowed like an English manservant welcoming royalty.

      There he goes again, thought Jimmy, exasperated. Speaking up instead of letting the hero answer the questions. He made a mental note to outline sidekick duties with Clancy, as he obviously didn’t understand his role in the delicate workings of hero and sidekick responsibilities.

      “You’re not out causing problems, are you?” Nonny replied. She looked from one boy to the other; then her eyes settled on Clancy. “You should be setting the example for your kid brother instead of teaching him how to break the law.”

      Jimmy gasped in utter disbelief. He believed he threw up in his mouth a little at the thought of anyone mistaking the two as brothers.

      “He’s not my brother,” Jimmy said adamantly, feeling somewhat faint. He shuffled a couple of steps away from Clancy.

      “Nonsense,” Nonny said. “It’s as clear as the crooked mouth on your older brother’s face. You might even be twins. I’m sure you two snuck out of the house when you should be in bed asleep. Probably searching the streets for mischief.”

      This grandma was persistent. It wouldn’t surprise Jimmy if, at any moment now, Nonny would hit a hidden button under the counter, which linked straight to the police station. They’d send out SWAT vehicles and within minutes have this dive surrounded. Then it would be touch and go whether Jimmy and his sidekick made it out alive.

      As Jimmy contemplated his impending fate of being smoked by some SWAT team member calloused by years of being skipped over for promotion, an idea struck him.

      He’d been around the block a few times (which consisted only of Apple Valley) enough to understand the way things worked in the world. Especially retail.

      It all comes down to the ducats.

      He fished out his Junior Tycoon debit card from his pocket. “We’ve got money to spend,” Jimmy insisted, flashing the plastic currency.

      Then, like dime-store magic, Nonny took on a different tone. “How may I help you? Do you want to buy or sell, or would you like other?”

      Jimmy and Clancy looked at each other, then back to the old lady, who now spoke in some strange, stilted way. Possibly the way a robot would talk if they were trying to pass as human. Trying to act like they had emotions and cared.

      “Other?” Jimmy said quizzically, not quite sure how this was going to go with the strange immobile grandmother.

      He thought she might’ve been an alien, but didn’t receive a notification buzz on his cell. As he thought about it, he didn’t know if the alien cell would always alert him.

      Instead he decided to let it ride a little longer before caving her head in with his slugger.

      “You chose other,” Nonny said dispassionately. “There are rooms in the back. Do you want to sleep for a night? They’re super cheap. The pillows were deloused last week.” She kept the same smile.

      “That sounds great,” Clancy responded. His eyes perked up a bit from their droopy, tired state. “We could use a nap, right, Jimmy old pal?”

      There was a reason Clancy was a designated sidekick and not the hero. He was acting like a sidekick.

      Just because some stranger offers for you to sleep in their house, you don’t take them up on it immediately. Ask SideEyes about that. This was Little Doug’s temporary sidekick (when Banner was away at obedience school. But he never made it to graduation because the school got condemned for fleas). SideEyes decided to take a stranger up on the offer. In the morning he woke up dead.

      “Didn’t you see the pre-Halloween special last month on Channel 56?” Jimmy said in an exasperated tone. “Too Young To Bite The Dust? The campy horror flick?” he asked, arms stretched out, shaking his head in disbelief. Truthfully, Jimmy had been too afraid to watch one second of the horror flick. But he’d seen enough trailers that he felt confident to be an authority on it.

      “After getting sauced on homemade liquor and aftershave lotion, a group of trouble-seeking high school jocks and first-string cheerleaders drove to the nearby gas station/motel by the lake. They rented a cheap room, number 13, and partied till they crashed. They found out the hard way why the catfish in the lake are so fat.”

      Clancy studied Jimmy’s face for a couple of seconds. “Sounds pretty gross,” he said finally, as a dim light of understanding passed across his face. “So you’re saying you have some aftershave lotion?”

      Jimmy couldn’t do much else than shake his head.

      Turning to Nonny, Clancy said, “You got a bathroom here?”

      She grabbed from behind her desk a hubcap with a skeleton key attached. She motioned with her beehive to a door behind her.

      The sign said Bathroom. A smaller sign underneath this one said Not responsible for what happens inside.

      Dancing with his legs crossed now, Clancy took the hubcap and darted around the counter. Once he unlocked the door, he shot inside and slammed it closed.

      “What are you selling?” Jimmy said, searching the small office for any items as he heard a couple more zaps from outside. He glanced at the ZapMatic. When Jimmy turned his eyes back to the counter, to his amazement, he saw items where there weren’t before.

      First was a bunch of bananas, still a little green for his taste.

      Next to that was a bag of El Munchos, nacho cheese flavor (which he’d never tried but always meant to).

      Next to that, a six-pack of Uncle Gus’ Old Thyme Root Beer. Longnecks. Just the way he liked them.

      The last item was an aerosol can of Aqua Do hair spray. Extra day-long and party-night hold.

      “I’ll take it all,” Jimmy said, as he couldn’t decide. Nonny finally showed emotion with a thin, money-grubbing smile. Greedily she snatched the card from his hand and ran it through a register. “Thank you for your business. Come again. Would you like to buy or sell, or would you prefer other?”

      Jimmy took his card and his new stash. But the oddness of the old person kept him on edge. “No, I think I’ll sit down,” he said, suddenly feeling the weight of the world on his shoulders, like Dad would say.

      In front of the desk were a couple of chairs and a small dinette table. The kind at the local What the Cluck! chicken sandwich chain down the street from his house. Except these ones weren’t red and white like those. These chairs were more like filthy butterscotch and burnt toast brown. A century of coffee spills and who knows what else had eaten through the table’s factory lacquering. Abuse had left the tabletop warped and bubbled. Jimmy was too tired to care at this point.

      He dropped in one chair and crammed all the items in his backpack except for two bottles of root beer.

      He figured once the alien backpack magic technology got a hold of the bottles, they would become death-dealing bottle rockets. No longer drinkable unless you wanted to get your teeth knocked out in the process.

      In a few moments Clancy returned, a relieved look on his face that said mission accomplished. He handed Nonny back the hubcap key chain and sat in the other chair.

      Like a career alcoholic plying his life skills, Jimmy caught his bottle cap on the edge of the table and, with a solid thwack of his tiny open palm, knocked the cap off. The bottle fizzed, and Jimmy took a moment to bathe in the aroma of thyme.

      He took a long, satisfying drink. Saving the world is thirsty work.

      “You know,” Clancy said as he worked to twist off the cap, but was unsuccessful, “there’s a lot of strange things going on around here.”

      It didn’t surprise Jimmy that only after six hours of dealing with strange things, Clancy just now got it through his thick head. But then, what did he expect from a sidekick?

      So Jimmy nodded as he took a drink. It was a good burn in his throat. And immediately he felt the effects of the root beer as his body relaxed.

      He turned in his chair and peered outside to the ZapMatic hard at work. In his mind he heard tiny mosquito screams as they became toast.

      “You know,” Jimmy said as he idly watched the third act of the Bug Death Opera, taking the time to form each word carefully. This must’ve been a good year for the root beer to hit him this hard. “I think we did pretty good today. I mean, I know you don’t know much about things such as battling aliens or how to get the drop on a robot, but you did okay. For a sidekick anyway. But remember you are a sidekick, right? I was given the backpack, the free mobile app, and the juiced-up slugger.

      “Even Blaze Argon has need of a sidekick every now and then to get him out of a pickle. So if it’s good enough for Blaze, then I shouldn’t complain. All you need are a few sidekick pointers, that’s all.”

      When he turned back to Clancy to see if he comprehended all this, his head was already resting on the table. The whistling snot sound had converted into a light snot-filled snore. His mouth was partly open, and already a fly that had managed to escape the ZapMatic circled his head, looking to make a crash landing on his tongue.

      Jimmy took a deep drink of his Uncle Gus’ Old Thyme Root Beer, straight from the brown longneck.

      The shock of Uncle Gus’ patented thyme-sarsaparilla bittery sweetness raced down his throat, slammed into his stomach, then propelled itself right up into his head. His temples pulsed with a beautifully painful sensation. He clenched his teeth and fists to weather the carbonation.

      In seconds it passed, leaving behind an enormous burp so ferocious any lesser fifth grader wouldn’t have been able to pull it off without barfing. It rattled his molars and could’ve made a grown man beg for mercy.

      But it didn’t disturb Clancy as he whistle-snored.

      Being somewhat of an opportunist, Jimmy captured some of the burp in his mouth and then redirected it towards his sidekick.

      Immediately Clancy’s nose upturned, and Jimmy thought he saw a tear well in the corner of his eye, even though he was sleeping. That would serve him right for overstepping his sidekick boundaries.

      Jimmy watched the fly for a minute more, still in a holding pattern over Clancy’s skull. He hoped it would be daring enough to make that landing. But as he watched its endless looping pensively, his own eyes slowly drifted closed.

      He didn’t think about alien robots with mind-melting death rays, campy movies, Little Doug, or the kinda creepy old woman standing behind the counter.

      He thought of Mom and Dad and Max, and to a much lesser extent, Reggie. Jimmy needed to defeat the aliens at all costs. With extreme prejudice. Leaving everything on the table. No holding back.

      This was for all the marbles.

      But even those thoughts soon gave over to sleep. All he could think of was sleep. Therefore, he slept.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            13

          

          

      

    

    







            The Good, Bad, and Wanted

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, in the true spirit of capitalism, Nonny charged them a fee to sleep at the table. Reluctantly, Jimmy paid the bill, which was only a couple of dollars less than staying in a room.

      They left the Must Sleep Motel, and as Jimmy had once read in a book, he knocked the dust off his feet as he left. He didn’t look back. Clancy looked back once when he heard the ZapMatic Deluxe fry another mosquito, but Jimmy didn’t look back.

      A couple of hours passed as they walked alongside the roadway, heading back to Apple Valley.

      Once a pickup slowed long enough for the driver, a lady with too much makeup and not enough face, hollered, “Where are your parents?” But she didn’t stop. Clancy thought she said something about reporting them to Apple Valley’s finest before speeding off.

      Jimmy shrugged because there was nothing else he could do.

      His feet dragged as his mind was oddly mellow. Normally a hundred thoughts were fighting for the chance to survive. But not this morning. He felt dull, tired, and out of steam. It must be from spending the night hunched over, sleeping uncomfortably at a diner table.

      “I’m out of steam,” Jimmy said at one point when he thought he saw Apple Valley in the distance. The thought of popping a chip came to mind, but he didn’t want to blow through their stash. Who knew what they would face.

      Here oak trees lined the roadway. At least he thought they were oak. Gigantic oaks maybe a hundred billion years old, in Jimmy’s estimation. The trees made great shade, though.

      The two stopped at the welcome sign to Apple Valley. Clancy took the opportunity to dig a rock out of his Sam T. Man Jam Slam tenny runners as Jimmy slung off his backpack and laid his slugger on the grass. He worked his shoulders where they were tight.

      The population on the sign had been X’d out by graffiti, and someone had written sux after Apple Valley. Once Clancy saw that, he laughed and pointed at the sign. “Apple Valley Sucks,” he said.

      Typical of a sidekick, thought Jimmy. But it wasn’t his idiot sidekick or even the graffiti that troubled him. Something more than the casual musing of a graffiti juvenile delinquent was at play here. He could feel it in his bones, as Mom would say when she claimed a storm was brewing.

      They moved on. As they crested a gently rolling hill, a cold breeze greeted them. On the hilltop they could look down over Apple Valley. In the distance were the mountains, although some Apple Valley residents called them bigger hills. Not like they were real mountains. Jimmy didn’t know the difference between bigger hills versus mountains, so never had any input in the arguments.

      Clouds were gathering over town.

      Descending the hill, they noticed the morning already turning into light twilight. The breeze became stiff, and the air tasted electric. Jimmy had seen this all too many times before.

      Little Doug had faced a similar situation when he went with his wisecracking sidekick mastiff Banner to the Happy Dog Detention Center. Those hard, early years locked up in that pound had forced Banner to develop an acerbic attitude in order to survive. Who knew they’d have to return there years later to save the world.

      The duo couldn’t have known Little Doug’s archnemesis (one of many) Freeze Dried ran his world-destroying climate machine from that pound. If they would’ve paid attention to the bubbling clouds over the detention center, that might’ve clued them in on the nefarious resident.

      Jimmy wouldn’t be so blind to bubbling clouds.

      “Something not cool this way comes,” mouthed Jimmy in a moment of complete philosophical introspection and awareness. He turned to Clancy to see if his sidekick had that same uneasy feeling. Instead, Clancy was digging in his nose.

      As they approached town, the lonely roadway became a town street. They passed three houses spread apart and came to a sidewalk corner.

      There a girl cried out on a sidewalk, holding the latest edition of Apple Valley Gazette, hot off the press. “Extra! Extra! Town plagued by strange tourists. Mayor claims it’s troubled teenagers with no parental supervision. Vows to find the hooligans and lock them up.” It was the third-grader with the fourth-grade forehead.

      “Do you think he might be looking for us?” Clancy asked from behind him.

      At first Jimmy wanted to quickly discount anything Clancy said as idle sidekick ramblings. Nothing of importance. But as he began to lay some smack talk onto him, Jimmy paused.

      What if the lady in the truck had reported them to Apple Valley’s finest? What if the mayor was looking for them? Was all this workings of the enemy’s minions, wreaking havoc while laying the blame on them? Stirring the local municipalities to turn against their very own.

      It was a lot of what-ifs. Too many to completely disregard.

      “I think we need to go incognito,” Jimmy said. Already he was fishing in his backpack. He pulled out his incognito glasses and perched them on his forehead.

      Then, in typical “cool guy who don’t take guff from anyone” fashion, he wriggled his eyebrows so they slid down onto his nose.

      “What about me?” Clancy asked.

      “Pull your collar up and lower your head,” Jimmy offered.

      So Clancy did.

      They walked past the big-forehead girl, and she stopped her peddling and gave them peculiar side eye. “Hey, hooligan. Yeah, you in the biker/outlaw/troublemaker pleather jacket,” she said to Clancy, completely ignoring Jimmy. “Weren’t you hanging around the Pew Pew Retrocade last night before it got looted?”

      “What?” Clancy exclaimed. “You’re crazy, little girl entrepreneur.”

      “I think I’ve got a wanted poster with your ugly mug and crooked smile on it,” she said as she rifled through a cloth saddlebag over her shoulder.

      “Let’s beat it!” Jimmy yelled as he grabbed Clancy’s arm. They bolted along the sidewalk.

      “Come back, hooligan, so I can read you your Miranda rights…” they heard the girl yell, but they didn’t stop.

      Instead they turned down the first corner they came to, which led them into a narrow alleyway. Slowing, then stopping, leaning against brick walls, they caught their breaths.

      “What was that all about?” Clancy asked between gasps. “She’s lucky I didn’t kick in her teeth.”

      “I think we’re wanted,” Jimmy said. “Must be the enemy with spies on the city council. I’m sure Mayor Tully Balwark’s willing to sell his citizens off to invaders just to line his pockets with blood money. You know politicians. Say, it sure is getting dark quick.”

      “Take off your glasses,” Clancy said.

      “Oh yeah.” Jimmy took off his incognito glasses. The alleyway lightened a touch, but there were still many dark shadows, especially with the storm clouds brewing overhead. “This isn’t good,” Jimmy said as he remembered Back Alley Brawl.

      A group of mathletes on a spring break trip to the big city got to see its seedy underside up close and personal when they took a wrong turn and ended up in an alley similar to this. Kidnapped by a band of rogues, the gifted teenagers became witless pawns, forced to rumble with passing pedestrians simply for the rogues’ pleasure.

      Just then, Jimmy and Clancy heard a scraping sound. Shuffling across brick. Simultaneously, Jimmy’s cell buzzed. He swallowed hard, as he could already guess the message: enemy approaching. He checked his cell.

      Enemy approaching!

      Then a second notification overwrote the first.

      Scratch that. Enemies approaching!

      Clouds billowed overhead, allowing weak beams of a mostly hidden sun to peek into the alleyway. The scratching and scuffling intensified.

      Fifteen feet away in the middle of the alleyway, one particularly putrid rail of light shone between the claustrophobic brick buildings to illuminate a pizza box. Uncle Zippo’s oven-baked pepperoni pie. The twenty-four-incher.

      The box was open, showing most of a pepperoni and pineapple pie, a combination that Jimmy considered blasphemy for the most part.

      But then large rats crept from the shadows, rat nails scraping on cobblestone. With little furry hunched bodies and naked tails, they circled the pizza and began gnawing on the edges, ripping off layers of cheese and swallowing chunks of pineapple whole. Not even chewing properly.

      Their rat fur was storm-drain gray, and their eyes were green marbles that glowed once the clouds cut out the light.

      One rat, larger than the others, wore a pepperoni on top of its head like a fedora. It stopped eating and turned to stare deadeye at Jimmy and Clancy. It hissed angrily, which Jimmy figured was some kind of hateful rat curse word.

      The rest also stopped eating and turned to face the duo. They joined in their leader’s curse-word hiss in what Jimmy thought was some strange, alien way.

      “Pizza rats!” Clancy exclaimed.

      Instinctively, Jimmy took a step back as he tightened his grip on his slugger. “Prepare to defend yourself,” he said in an unsure voice.

      The pizza rats attacked.

      They scrambled up brick walls. Using alleyway dumpsters and broken fire escape railings as rodent springboards, they launched themselves at Jimmy and Clancy.

      Jimmy swung his bat wildly in the air.

      Immediately he caught one on his slugger’s sweet spot. With a violent, bone-crushing crack, the rat went hurling away to slam into the brick wall. With a small poof and a green cloud, the rat dissolved.

      During this, one landed on his shoulder, another on his head. This one chewed the brim of his ball cap while the one on his shoulder clawed vigorously at his neck. Tiny rat nails raked his skin. He screamed as he twirled to buck off the alien rats.

      Clancy wasn’t faring much better.

      Three rats had clamped down on his fake leather jacket, dangling from imitation rhinestones set on the cuffs. His red Hot Lick mega yo-yo found one mid-leap, knocking it to the ground, where it evaporated into a green grease spot. He plucked another by its rat tail from his scalp and hurled it away. He had a look of terror in his eyes.

      Jimmy’s slugger slammed down on one, mashing its guts into the concrete. It split apart in a puff cloud before disappearing.

      For every rat Jimmy knocked into next week, two more replaced it.

      One grabbed his shoe and attempted to untie his shoelace. He punted it into a dumpster.

      His slugger intercepted two more, knocking their teeth out.

      But still more came.

      Jimmy needed to act fast. The fate of the world rested on whether two teenage boys could defeat pizza rats. And this wasn’t how Jimmy wanted to go down. With a shake he knocked a couple off his chest, giving him breathing room to do what he needed to do.

      Taking his denim flaming-bat backpack, he grabbed the first item he could get his hands on. It turned out to be a banana.

      Just then a daring rat leaped from a second-story balcony stairwell and laid an atomic rat elbow on Jimmy, smacking him hard on his shoulder. This knocked the banana from his hand.

      Almost immediately, Clancy, stumbling about to escape the scratching nails of rodents, stepped on the banana. His foot shot out from underneath him comically, and he slammed onto the cobblestone. Banana guts went squishing out.

      Then, miraculously to say the least, the rats paused.

      They stared at the banana innards, tiny heads cocked to the side as their minds tried to process what they were staring at.

      Without so much as a hiss, the pizza rats converged on the mashed fruit. They tore into the banana with rat buckteeth. Frantically they ripped and chewed, stepping on each other.

      Suddenly, they all went still.

      Tiny alien pizza-rat voices cried in pain. They screeched as they scrambled away. Back up the walls, dumpsters, and fire escapes. But they didn’t get too far before first one, then another exploded in smelly green clouds of alien weirdness. Systematically they blew up. One by one, after eating some of the banana.

      Soon the alleyway smelled like egg farts as the last couple of rats went poof.

      All that remained was the large pizza rat with the slice of pepperoni on its head. The ringleader, Jimmy knew without a doubt.

      Ringleaders always had those distinctive markings. Like a general with their stars or some other kind of military commander type.

      In Death Don’t Die IV, Blaze could easily pick Doctor Sunset out of the crowd of clown impersonators simply because of the evil genius hairdo he insisted on wearing at all times, even while in disguise. That was his thing.

      Jimmy shuddered at the thought of all those clowns, but that was beside the point.

      All ringleaders had that thing. That one thing that said “yes, I’m the ringleader.”

      The ringleader of the pizza rats stood on its hind legs and hissed. “Prepare for annihilation, Earthling. You’re alone here,” the pizza rat said through its buckteeth, giving it a whispery lisp.

      “Okay,” Jimmy said, surprised. “I didn’t expect that.”

      Pizza rat charged forward in typical bad-guy fashion. Backing up, Jimmy looked around him. Seeing Clancy’s unwound yo-yo next to his prone body, Jimmy snatched it up and hurled it at the ringleader.

      Pizza rat ran straight into the yo-yo and became entwined. It tumbled forward to land on the greasy alleyway. Frantically it kicked and bit at the twine that bound its tiny legs.

      Taking the opportunity and the fight to the enemy, Jimmy ran over to the ringleader. Using his slugger like a golf club, he wound up and unloaded a ferocious swing. It caught the ringleader and knocked the dirty rat twenty feet away.

      It crashed into the side of a dumpster, and with a blast that reminded Jimmy of a handful of Red Rabbit Super Bomb firecrackers going off, pizza rat exploded. All that remained was a crying echo, stinky smoke, and a green grease spot.

      Grim, covered in alien rodent gore, Jimmy held his slugger like an overheated broadsword. His chest heaved with the exertion that only Roman centurions and professional game players knew. He was sure sweat glistened on his body and his eyes burned with wild balefire.

      Finished with his self-appreciation, Jimmy ran back to Clancy sprawled out on the hard stone. He kneeled down next to him.

      Clancy lifted his head, his body shaking. He gave a couple of raspy coughs. “They got me,” he said in a heavy, labored tone. “They got me good, Naked. Cough! Cough! I feel the rat bubonic plague dysentery poison running through my veins. It won’t be long now.”

      His head dropped to the ground. He lifted it again. “I’ve been infected. It’s taking me over now. Goodbye, cruel world.”

      “I don’t see any bite marks,” Jimmy said, giving Clancy a quick scan the best he could without having to touch him. “Only a few scratches.”

      “Cough, hack, cough! No doubt from infected toenails,” Clancy murmured, taking a second to form his words after a particularly violent spasm. “If I go, give my leather jacket to Mom.”

      “You know it’s pleather, right?”

      Undeterred, Clancy continued, “Tell her I was a good soldier. Will you do that, Jimmy old pal? Before I go under from the pizza-rat venom turning me into some strange alien were-rat thing, promise me.”

      For the most part, Jimmy ignored him. Taking his denim flaming-bat backpack, he took the unopened bag of El Munchos, nacho cheese, and popped the bag. Taking a triangle chip, he wedged it between Clancy’s buckteeth. The kid idly ground his jaw between lung-racking coughs. Bits of chip sprayed out.

      Jimmy sat back and let the chip work as he popped one in his mouth.

      Clancy described in gruesome detail the effects the pizza-rat bite had over his neuromuscular/cardiovascular systems. How it was systematically shutting down organs on the way to his brain, no doubt turning him into some mindless zombie pizza eater. He made Jimmy promise to bash in his brains if he became undead.

      Then he closed his eyes.

      Within a couple of minutes, he sat up.

      “Finished?” Jimmy asked.

      “I think so,” Clancy said. He shook one last time like a golden retriever after it escapes from a bathtub. “Yeah, I’m good.”

      The two stood up. Jimmy checked the tape wrapped around the slugger’s handle while Clancy got his red Hot Lick mega yo-yo and wound the line.

      “I was knockin’ on death’s door for a moment there,” Clancy said as he tucked his weapon in his pocket. “Good thing no one answered.”

      Jimmy’s cell buzzed, and he tuned out Clancy explaining what would’ve happened to him if the infectious pizza-rat bite had taken its course. He swiped the screen.

      Great job, kiddo! No stat increase, but you could use an upgrade. You’ve earned it! [Thumbs up icon]

      Head tingling, Jimmy thought a pizza rat had survived the battle. He snatched off his red baseball cap. It was glowing. “What in tha…”

      “Whoa, momma!” Clancy exclaimed as he held his arms away from his body. The plastic rhinestones on his pleather jacket glowed with an eerie inner light.

      Then, just as quickly as it came, the glowing clothes returned to normal. If these were like any of the other items, then they wouldn’t begin to understand their use until the time came to use it. That didn’t give Jimmy much comfort.

      He thought of the original reason why they’d run into the alley in the first place, to get away from the big-forehead girl trying to execute a citizen’s arrest. Then he recalled the pizza rat’s dreaded warning, that they were alone in their fight. Unless the pizza rat was a liar.

      By now the whole town had probably turned against them. Crooked mayor and all.

      “We need to lie low. Get you some incognito glasses,” Jimmy said determinedly. “We’re going to Gas, Grub, and Go Number 15.”
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      Saying it proved easier than doing it when trying to avoid detection. For all intents, in Jimmy’s eyes, everyone wanted them. They were on the run. On the lam. Fugitives.

      Like the protagonist in Flat-Footed Philanderers. Rock Manly, unassuming minimum-wage gardener who happened upon an intricate criminal plot while clipping roses in the multimillion-dollar estate of Gustav Orpheus, became target number one after Gustav accused Rock of making passes at Mrs. Orpheus, thirty years Gustav’s junior. And for also stealing top-secret government documents.

      But that was to throw the heat off Gustav’s tail, as they were closing in on him and his plans to destroy the moon.

      Classic misdirection tactic.

      Just like the alien enemy making Jimmy and Clancy Apple Valley’s most wanted.

      For a moment, Jimmy wondered if their faces would be plastered on bulletin boards in the post office. If so, what picture would they use of Jimmy? Then he imagined Mom handing over to the fuzz a picture of Naked Jimmy. Him on a bike or taking a bath in a metal tub. He flushed red with embarrassment.

      “We need to get a move on,” he said, new desperation taking hold of him.

      When the coast was clear, meaning no one was around, they darted from alleyway to alleyway. Quickly scuttling across streets, hiding behind mailboxes on street corners, bounding from hidden spot to hidden spot.

      Years of watching Channel 56’s Wednesday night four-hour block of spy movies had taught Jimmy many surreptitious skills. One of those was learning what the word surreptitious meant.

      With stealthiness that bordered on futuristic ninja, Jimmy bolted from behind a sapling tree planted in a concrete pot to stop on a dime behind a trash can tipped over by some hungry stray cat searching for an easy meal. Remaining motionless, he imagined he disappeared from sight.

      Clancy came clambering up behind him. He used Jimmy as a brake, almost knocking him over. Hot panting breath from behind warmed Jimmy’s neck and made him think of salami. Then he heard Clancy’s whistling snot.

      “Blow your nose,” Jimmy whispered angrily.

      “I’ve got a condition,” Clancy said. “Plus, I don’t have any tissue.”

      Jimmy tried to ignore him, humming his world-traveling music in his head to drown out Clancy’s snot sounds.

      The Gas, Grub, and Go Jimmy had hit up on the way out of town was the next block over. All that stood between them and their goal were a couple caught up in the throes of midlife.

      A man and possibly his wife and/or mistress strolled along the street. They were deep in conversation, probably something along the lines of how they could get their hands on military atomic bombs to nuke the planet into submission. Or some other devious alien plot.

      They paused, looking up at the sky. Probably waiting for their alien overlords. That alone proved their guilt.

      Their movements, Jimmy noticed as he studied them with a keen, perceptive eye, were also robotic. Stilted, like they weren’t used to Earth’s gravity and were having a rough go of making themselves appear natural. No doubt about it, there was an issue with this “couple.”

      Probably in skin suits like the scientist, ready to unzip their tongues and unleash alien death rays, melting half the town before anyone could figure it all out.

      The couple laughed, then moved on down the street. They’d figured out their human-killing plans and were delightfully headed out to implement their evil plans. They’ll get theirs, Jimmy promised himself. Oh, they’ll get theirs.

      “Come on,” he said with renewed righteous anger as the couple rounded a corner, leaving the street open.

      The two raced across the street and dived into another alleyway. Listening for the scrape of little rat feet, they moved to the other end.

      At the opposite end of the alleyway, they could see the Gas, Grub, and Go Number 15. But to Jimmy’s dismay, police tape surrounded the building. Obviously, once again the store had been robbed by some petty thief.

      “Rats!” Jimmy exclaimed.

      “Where?” Clancy replied anxiously, searching around him.

      A change in plan, thought Jimmy. This is okay, we can get through it. Glasses weren’t essential to their mission. As Jimmy stared blankly at the brick wall, he cooked up another idea. Flexibility was the key to air power, he’d read on a military recruiters poster.

      “Before we head out to Orange Valley, we’re swinging by my house,” Jimmy said resolutely. “We can stock up on items, and I’ve got glasses there. It beats taking chances in town.”

      “There’s evil brewing,” Jimmy continued in a deeper voice, eyeing the turbulent clouds bubbling and tossing overhead. He propped a fist under his chin the way a tenured philosophy professor would do as some weak-kneed undergrad attempted to defend a crackpot theory. “Some cosmic evil that’s knocking on the door of humanity. And it’s ugly. Real ugly. And there may come a point when we’ll need to get just as ugly to defeat that evil.”

      Jimmy had watched Invasion in March so many times he could recite Mr. Johnson’s climactic speech as he set aside his history books and picked up a recently discovered alien blaster. He was a substitute teacher finally fed up with his students being vaporized.

      The two left the alleyway to find another, then another. The hopscotch across town took longer than it should’ve. Traveling like futuristic ninjas took time.

      During this, clouds thickened, the gentle breezes became ragged, and occasionally fat drops of water fell. Lightning struck on Apple Valley Mount. Twice.

      Jimmy and his sidekick cleared the paint-faded sign welcoming them to the Lone Pine Tree Housing Community. Jimmy had returned home.

      Just like Little Doug in Boy Battles Bot when he went back to his roots, when he returned to the Rusty Axle Mobile Home Park and Campground. There he’d found a smiling mom and dad, a warm bed, and a home-cooked meal.

      On some level, Jimmy had hoped for the same.

      Naturally, not quite realizing it, he relaxed his guard. Just a bit. The familiarity of his boyhood neighborhood put him at ease. This was his turf, vato, as Los Angeles street gangs would say before putting the smack on rival gang members who accidentally took a wrong turn down their block.

      Moving shadow to shadow, Jimmy and Clancy leapfrogged from home to home leading to Jimmy’s modest ranch house.

      Fortunately, no one in the neighborhood was outside. Must be because of the storm that was brewing.

      Mom’s vintage forest green station wagon with cherry stain simulated wood paneling on the sides wasn’t in the driveway. They’d already left to North Town to see the big ball of yarn. Right about now Reggie should be sitting through an hour-long guided tour of the history of the big ball, Jimmy thought with devilish glee.

      As they approached his home, Jimmy noticed, oddly, a light was on inside the house.

      Mom would never have been so careless with the gift of electricity to allow a light to stay on. Waste not, want not, Dad would say as he separated rolls of toilet paper back into one ply. Mom said he could always make a dollar stretch.

      Jimmy went in his pocket to find his house key. Mom had attached a lanyard to it, and he typically wore it around his neck. But at the start of the adventure, he’d figured any malevolent aliens he encountered could easily use it to choke him out, so he chose to tuck it in his pocket. Or at least he thought he did. Now he couldn’t find it.

      But never one to let something so mundane as a locked door get in his way, Jimmy thought of another way to break into his own house. He got on his knees to Max’s doggie door and tried it.

      Fortunately, Jimmy’s underdeveloped body allowed him to easily slide inside once he sucked in his shoulders. Inside he slid, just like a true futuristic ninja. He unlocked the door to let Clancy inside.

      When the two turned to the dining area, they saw Reggie sitting at the dinette table Mom had restored while binging on episodes of Useless Junk to Mediocre Furniture in which a mid-life couple would fix sidewalk trash while exchanging witty marriage banter and playing up scripted “real life” situations.

      Jimmy’s older brother sat at the table, slurping up dripping spoonfuls of Shuga Pop Smackers.

      Hair rose on the back of Jimmy’s neck.

      “Hey, it’s Reggie. I thought you were checking out yarn,” Clancy said as he started to walk towards him.

      “Wait,” Jimmy hissed as he put out an arm to stop him. “He shouldn’t be here.”

      Just then Reggie turned to them. He wore a milk mustache, which accented his goofy smile. “Hey, fellas. What’s up?” His older brother’s voice was disturbingly odd. For once, Reggie sounded weirdly pleasant. That troubled Jimmy in many ways nothing else could.

      “If it isn’t my best little bro and my best buddy,” Reggie continued as he stood, making a heart shape with his hands. He placed it over his chest.

      “Oh, look, Shuga Pop Smackers. I’m famished,” Clancy said as he eyed the table.

      Quickly, Jimmy grabbed Clancy’s arm before he did anything foolish, which was typically an overwhelming task. “No! Can’t you see something’s wrong? Reggie would never be this nice.”

      Retrieving two more bowls from the dish cabinet, Reggie set them on the table. Then he poured cereal, milk.

      Clancy stared at Reggie, incomprehension lighting his dull eyes. His head cocked to the side as his feeble mind sorted through the information. Ever so slowly the fog of stupidity began to clear. Just a little. “Yeah… Why is he being so nice?”

      “I love my baby brother,” Reggie said as he clutched a spoon to his heart. “We need to spend more time together, bonding.”

      Jimmy felt sick to his stomach. This was more disturbing than he ever imagined. Then, as he reached an awful conclusion, he wished background music was playing so that it could drop in lower keys to become dark and foreboding.

      He lowered his voice as he stated, “This monstrosity isn’t Reggie,” then, in an even lower voice, “This so-called Reggie is a Replacement!”

      “Whoa, momma!” Clancy exclaimed as he stepped back, clearly shocked.

      Reggie’s fake alien-supplanted-body-exchanged smile didn’t crack as he said, “We should watch some rom-coms. Just us. We can make popcorn and share our aspirations and dreams.”

      On hearing this, Jimmy tugged at his ears as he dropped to his knees. “I… can’t handle this…” he sputtered feebly. “I knew alien invaders from Saturn could be cruel, but I didn’t expect this.”

      Then, without so much as a warning, Clancy gave a bloodcurdling battle cry as his red Hot Lick mega yo-yo came flying from his hand, heading straight for Reggie.

      The yo-yo string extended itself and took turns and weaved, bending every single earthly physics law, overridden by alien-firefly magic. It made several loops around Reggie, binding his puny arms to his sides.

      “Wait,” Reggie pleaded, completely undeterred by being wrapped up like a cheap package about to get sent first class to Guatemala. His head cocked to the side. “We can make s’mores and brush each other’s hair.”

      “I got ’im, Naked,” Clancy screeched. “He’s wrapped up like a week-old trout in yesterday’s newspaper. Get your bat and bash his miserable brains in.”

      Staggering, Jimmy regained his feet. He double-gripped slugger and charged Replacement but actually evil alien robot Reggie.

      Slugger raised, ready to deliver a bone-crushing, nuclear swing that would be sung about for generations to come, Jimmy paused. He couldn’t drop the hammer.

      Could he actually beat the living crap out of his older brother? Even if he was fake?

      Just like in Two Heads Are Better Than One, the classic black-and-white sci-fi drama. It won an Academy Award for best use of twins in a sci-fi drama.

      Two Siamese brothers joined at the brain stem but separated thanks to the miracle of modern medicine became rivals when one ran up debts at the local dog track in the other’s name. The one brother (with the bad credit) had to decide whether to liquify his once-Siamese brother with a prototype liquifying ray or just suck it up and deal with a bad credit rating.

      He chose to liquify his brother, but also died since they’d shared brain stems.

      Since watching that tear-jerker, Jimmy had always wondered if he could blow a smoking hole in his older brother if need be. Could he pull the trigger and liquify Reggie with a prototype liquifying ray, leaving nothing more than a wet stain on the carpet?

      Wiping sweaty butt cheeks on his older brother’s pillow was one thing, bashing in his thick skull was something else altogether.

      Now was the chance, the one moment, a big plot point in the hero’s journey. Time to knock this Replacement’s goofy face into next week. Maybe even the week after that.

      “I… I can’t do it,” Jimmy stated flatly, just as surprised at himself as Clancy, who now leered at him. Jimmy’s slender shoulders fell, and his bat lowered to the linoleum.

      “You just need encouragement. I’ll help,” Clancy said. “I’ll get a butcher knife, and you can stab him in the heart. How about that?”

      Jimmy shook his head.

      “Well then… how about I make a fire? We can heat up spoons and sear his eyeballs out,” Clancy said, already inching towards the silverware box on the table.

      Jimmy shook his head again. “No.”

      Clancy thought for a second, his crooked mouth thin with mental exertion. “Oh,” he exclaimed, snapping his fingers. “I’ve got it! We can fill the bathtub with bleach or lye, if you have any, and then we strip off his—”

      Just then a low dog wuff came from the rear of the house. Jimmy raised his hand to stop Clancy from continuing to explain how to clean up a crime scene.

      “Max?” Jimmy asked, questioning. “That you, boy?”

      Another wuff, which sounded like yes in Jimmy’s mind.

      Mom should’ve taken Max to Resting Rover Dog Spa and Deworm Center in Silver City, a fancy movie-star resort town nestled in exclusive mountains. That was where Max would bunk when Jimmy’s family were out of town. They’d treat him like a dog king.

      Last month he’d met a standard poodle there and after that wanted to go back every week. But Mom wasn’t particularly fond of the poodle. She said the last thing Max needed this late in his life was some snooty girl causing him unnecessary heartache.

      Quicker than Quick Boy, a comic book semi-hero who only lasted for three issues, Jimmy raced down the hallway to his bedroom to find his best friend.

      Horrible thoughts flitted through his head as he imagined the disgusting and sick experimentations Replacement Reggie had done to his best friend.

      He kicked in his door (even though it was cracked open) and found Max on his side, on the floor. “No! Too late!” Jimmy gasped, his adolescent heart pounding away. Immediately Jimmy’s eyes watered.

      As soon as he entered, Max’s tail thwapped against the carpet.

      “What’d they do to you, old boy?” Jimmy said as he dropped to his knees next to his Labrador, afraid of what he might see. Some medical mutation like the aliens sewing a second head on him or a kitten to his side. Jimmy shuddered at the alien possibilities.

      Max stood. He shook, which sent fine dog hair floating in the air, then slowly shuffled from the room, his tags jingling.

      Jimmy sprang to his feet as he followed his poor dog, probably tortured within an inch of his life.

      Now in the kitchen/dining room, Max made his way to his water dish and took some easy laps. Water and slobber leaked from his jowls and made slimy puddles on the imitation linoleum.

      “I knew it,” Jimmy exclaimed as it all became apparent to him. “Replacement Reggie was going to dehydrate you. Turn you into a dried-up piece of dog jerky, like some kind of mummy or something.”

      Next to the kitchen table, Clancy was delivering a backhand across Reggie’s face. “Talk!” he yelled.

      “Come on.” Jimmy grabbed hold of Clancy’s arm. “We need to bug out. Hit the road. Amscray.”

      Clancy’s crooked leer turned into a just as crooked frown. “But I thought we were going to rip out his fingernails. I can get some pliers.”

      “Max, we need to go.” Jimmy slapped his bare legs, beckoning his dog.

      Max responded by taking one more drink. Then he found a morsel of food he’d missed this morning, promptly ate it, then scratched his left ear.

      Once finished, he waddled over to Reggie, sniffed his left foot, then moseyed to where Jimmy was clapping his hands and speaking in a higher pitch than his normal prepubescent high pitch.

      As the three fled Jimmy’s house and the awful Replacement Reggie, they could hear his voice saying pleasantly, “Wait, fellas, I’ve got Pictionary. We’ll rock, paper, scissors to see who goes first.”

      Jimmy sped up as he ran down his street as lightning flashed and sporadic raindrops fell, his dog and sidekick a few feet behind him.
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      Jimmy slowed as they walked in front of Bobby’s house half a block down. He didn’t know if his second best friend in the world (Max was the first) was home or not. Was Bobby’s dad home, or was he still hunkered down inside the Gas, Grub, and Go Number 15? Or did the EMT cart him away to the hospital after the robbery. Jimmy had heard Apple Valley general hospital named a room after Bobby’s dad.

      Speaking of Bobby, did he see the mysterious light on Apple Valley Mount? Did he investigate? Did the creepy scientist pay him a late night visit? Was Bobby replaced with a Replacement?

      Then Jimmy grew bored with asking himself so many questions.

      “Hey,” Clancy said, accompanied by a loud snort. He looked at his house. “Isn’t that where Buttwad Bobby lives?”

      “He’s my second best friend,” Jimmy responded somewhat boldly.

      Smack talk about a hero’s friend from a sidekick was one of those rules that goes without saying. Obviously, Clancy hadn’t learned that yet. He didn’t get the memo, as Dad would’ve said.

      Each week Dad tried using one of the catchphrases he’d learned from one of his self-help business books, ones in Speak Like Upper Middle Management.

      “Well, a couple of days ago I gave your ‘second best friend,’” Clancy sneered at the words, “a wedgie so ferocious he almost blew chunks. I picked him up by his tighty-whities and shook him like a homeless wino shakes a change cup. It was epic and he cried.” His dull, stupid eyes became glossy as he recalled the unprovoked violence he’d perpetrated on a younger schoolmate.

      His hands worked themselves together, his crooked smile became even more crooked, and he cackled like a hundred-year-old witch with a cooking pot full of misbehaving children.

      Be cool, Jimmy, Jimmy thought to himself as he decided to skip swinging by Bobby’s casa. Faintly he did remember Bobby saying something about post-traumatic wedgie therapy, but at the time Jimmy had been in the midst of Boy Battles Bot and thought Bobby was talking about some classes on cheese taught at the local community college.

      Bobby had a bad habit of wanting to have serious talks about serious things like wedgies at the worst times. Like when Jimmy was knee-deep in bashing alien skulls and DeadWalkers in Boy Battles Bot.

      This meant Jimmy never really knew what Bobby was talking about most of the time. At least 90% of the time.

      In true hero fashion, though, Jimmy decided to spare any more ridicule about Bobby and move on. Instantly he felt good about himself that he was able to so quickly ignore his friend in need, sparing him emotional upheaval. Bigger issues were at hand, such as the Replacement in his house.

      Somehow the enemy had found out his base of operations. His home turf. His dojo. If his own bedroom wasn’t safe, then what was safe?

      This brought to mind Little Doug. He’d faced a similar situation when alien masterminds found out where he lived, Rusty Axle Mobile Home Park and Campground, lot number three. The one next to the mobile park laundry room that smelled like old men.

      The aliens used their alien tech to push Little Doug’s double-wide off its cinder blocks. So Jimmy could relate to Little Doug’s plight. They were plight-bros.

      The rain had picked up, and many of the houses on Jimmy’s block were dark. Darker than any middle-income sparse suburban community should be at this time. Steadily the rain grew colder, and the trio made a pit stop at the bus stop at the end of the block.

      Shivering, they congregated underneath the overhang, and Max plopped on his butt now that he had some dry ground. He decided to scratch his left ear with his left foot. Which he did.

      One thing puzzled Jimmy, though. He slid his cell from his pocket and checked the notifications. Nothing. Why hadn’t his free alien app warned him of Reggie—of the Replacement? He scratched his head in wonder.

      Max, seeing this, started scratching his right ear.

      “It didn’t warn me of the Replacement,” Jimmy said, shaking the phone like that would fix the problem, if there was one.

      Clancy had moved his head into the rain and was catching raindrops on his tongue. He pulled it back under the overhang before shrugging. “Maybe it can’t detect Replacements. Maybe they’re too sneaky. If your alien-firefly app can find every bad guy, then maybe they’re not such a threat after all.”

      Jimmy shook his head. That was too simplistic an answer. Plus, it came from a sidekick. Everyone knows sidekicks are never as smart as the hero. Never. That just wasn’t how the universe or RPGs worked.

      Ask Blaze if sidekicks are as smart as heroes. He’d probably laugh straight in your face. Maybe even spit in your eye. Then probably smoke you.

      It was never a simple answer, Jimmy had learned through intricate video game narratives and twisting mystery plots. “Can’t be,” Jimmy responded.

      “Oh, okay.” Clancy went back to catching raindrops on his tongue.

      As Jimmy looked to the sky, he saw no indication of the rain letting up anytime soon. There would be no point in waiting the storm out. “We gotta get a move on to Orange Valley.”

      “It’s wet,” Clancy said.

      “It’s not acid rain,” Jimmy exclaimed. “Not like the skin-eating acid rain in Shower at Your Own Peril.” In this flick, alien scouts on a tight deadline to overtake Earth before the main wave of aliens appeared took a shortcut by seeding clouds with strange alien seeds. The rain stripped hide off man and beast.

      Only Hans Blix, a Swiss designer of really big umbrellas, was able to defeat the aliens and thwart their nefarious plans of world conquest.

      Shower at Your Own Peril was followed up by a sequel, not quite as successful as the first, Bathe at Your Own Peril. Many felt the producers jumped the shark with that one.

      “Let’s get a move on,” Jimmy said in a strong, heroic voice. Or the strongest voice an eleven-year-old could muster. Then, to embolden himself, he began humming his world-traveling theme song.

      “What’re you saying?” Clancy asked.

      Jimmy’s humming faded away. “A world-traveling theme,” he admitted. “Dangerous alien-bashing work should have a soundtrack.”

      “Oh,” Clancy said, clapping. “I want to have a song too. I’ve got some notes here for a wicked cool tune.” He dug in his jeans pocket, his tongue jutting to the side of his mouth with the effort. “I was going to cut a demo once I found a drummer.”

      Jimmy chuckled lightly as he thought of Clancy’s simple, pathetic naïveté. He also shook his head slowly, the kind of head shaking that went along with chuckling lightly.

      He’d been practicing chuckling for a good month now, ever since he saw Blaze in the Death Don’t Die Christmas special on Channel 56. The subtitle was Santa Don’t Deliver to the Cemetery. Blaze had started chuckling just before blowing smoking holes in Santa’s wild-eyed, rabid reindeer.

      Quickly Jimmy realized how difficult chuckling in a condescending way actually was. Not just anyone could chuckle without sounding ridiculous or comical. He felt he pulled it off okay. Maybe an eight out of ten, if he was an Olympic judge from some unheard of country and had to give it a rating. A little more practice and Jimmy was sure he could ace it.

      He chuckled lightly again, shook his head again, then threw in a couple of tsk-tsks to seal the deal. “Poor Clancy,” Jimmy said. “You’re so simple in a backwoodsy way. We can’t have two themes playing at the same time.”

      Not finding his scratch paper in his pocket didn’t deter Clancy. “Maybe we can combine them.” He stuck his left hand out and started strumming the air with his right hand as his fingers moved spasmodically. Then he cut loose with a teeth-rattling scream and song:

      I don’t need no perspiration

      I don’t need no fart control

      His head thrashed wildly as his strumming turned into ferocious air power chords as he screeched out the words.

      No bladder spasm in the bathroom!

      Creatures flee the pink commooooddddee

      After a ripping solo, his thrashing ended and he once again gently strummed his air guitar.

      Or else I’ll kick in your teeth

      Then he hissed. His song ended with his head bowed and his left arm held straight in the air. He left it all onstage.

      Jimmy was glad it was night and raining. Hopefully, no one saw any of this dumpster fire. “Wow. That completely sucked. But you shouldn’t scream. You’re going to draw attention…”

      Just then, headlights broke through the rain at the end of the block. The vehicle crept along the street, like getting ready to pull off a gangland-style drive-by. It was searching. Jimmy felt it in his bones.

      Up till now his neighborhood had been abandoned except for the creepy Replacement Reggie. Now, this one vehicle set him on edge. A burning sensation lit in his gut, similar to the same sensation Mom’s goulash would give him.

      This was his alien sensation.

      As it neared, he could make out the truck. Apple Valley Animal Control. The dogcatcher. A spotlight mounted on its door swung left, then right. Then left again.

      Memories of the alien cat he’d bashed into the Netherworld raced through his mind. Maybe someone did call. And here he was with Max.

      No doubt they would arrest Max and probably drum up some type of slanderous dossier to convince the local animal judge (or whoever judged these cases) that Max should be put down.

      “Oh no,” Jimmy exclaimed. “We gotta get Max outta here.”

      Clancy stared at the truck. “Is it an alien that learned to drive and is now using a truck to hunt us down like pathetic dogs?” He looked to Max, who’d been sitting underneath the bus stop bench. “Hey, where’d this mutt come from?”

      Max gave a light ruff in reply.

      Then the cold backhand of sudden realization slapped Jimmy across the face. The burning sensation in his gut wasn’t from magical El Munchos nacho cheese chips or Uncle Gus’ Old Thyme Root Beer. It was his cell going off. Quickly he slipped it from his pocket. Eyes darting down, he read the notification.

      Stranger danger! I suggest you run. Fast!

      “Ack!” Jimmy exclaimed as the spotlight found them. “Come on! Run, Max!”

      It had been a good two years since Max had run. The last time was for the squirrel that had mercilessly taunted him in his own backyard. Max hadn’t caught the squirrel because he’d tired out too quickly. But the squirrel had jumped off the roof back into the yard and crept up to Max to antagonize him a little more.

      The squirrel was in the wrong place at the right time as Max dropped to his side in sheer exhaustion, squashing the squirrel under him.

      For Jimmy, that still counted as Max catching a squirrel.

      Now Max stood and shook some rain off his back. After yawning, he casually made his way to where Jimmy had already moved from under the bus stop into the rain.

      Clancy followed him. “We’re not going to bash this minimum-wage city employee’s brains in? We can take him. Or if it’s a her, we can take her, too. I can kick in the teeth of both genders.”

      Jimmy raced back to where Max had stopped in front of a puddle. He grabbed hold of his collar and led him along around it.

      Just then, the sound of metal echoed as cages on the back of the truck opened. Hisses and barks filled Jimmy with a dread he normally saved for clowns.

      “Run!” he yelled again as he climbed the rolling hill behind the planned middle American housing community. “Run for your life, Max, and don’t look back.”

      A strong defense is a good offense. Or, a weak defense is a good offense. Jimmy couldn’t quite remember Dad’s corporate words of wisdom because of the cold fear of being ripped apart by the dogcatcher and a bunch of otherworldly unregistered cats and dogs who weren’t up to date on shots.

      This scene played out like Lost in Butcher Hollow. Except it was a group of carefree seniors on one last outrageous weekend of drinking boxed wine and knocking over mailboxes in a small Appalachian community. And it wasn’t an irate alien city pound flunky chasing the seniors but a fifth-generation moonshiner who believed they stole his last case of Mason jars. Lids and all.

      Despite that, this was just like the movie.

      This being Jimmy’s turf, he knew the surrounding woods. All the deer trails. He led his best dog friend and his archnemesis sidekick through winding paths, using his cell’s flashlight app to keep him from getting impaled on an angry branch.

      Feet squished through muddy puddles.

      Within a couple of minutes the sounds of once-cooped-up animals screaming in alien bloodlust faded in the rain. The trio slowed down.

      “Did we lose them?” Jimmy gasped, soaked to the bone.

      “Dunno,” Clancy said between huffs. “I think we could’ve taken them.” They waited, listening. Max chewed on a stick.

      The storm and rain let up, turning into a light, cool mist. Fog began to materialize on some of the lower ground. Just the kind of weather that tells of strange things to come.

      “This weather makes me think of strange things to come. Wicked things coming,” Jimmy said, sounding mysterious in his own ears. He didn’t even feel like humming his world-traveling theme. It wasn’t appropriate for the moment.

      Maybe he needed to come up with in a mysterious forest with strange things to come theme music. He’d have to work on that idea and flesh it out.

      “I wish we could’ve eaten some Shuga Smacks back at your casa,” Clancy responded, clearly oblivious to the strange situation at hand. But then, did he expect a sidekick to have his heightened senses?

      Then, as Jimmy looked down the hillside they stood on, his mind working feverishly, he came to a sudden realization that would’ve floored any lesser kid without an iron constitution such as his.

      “Clancy,” Jimmy exclaimed as a feeling of adolescent dread made his earlobes burn with fear. “We’re at Boot Hill Cemetery.”
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      Everyone knew Ethel Granberry was older than dirt. Parents told kids they’d sat through her same dry sixth-period history class. Some even said their grandparents remembered her. Even then, she was always old.

      Her yellowed, stacked beehive, horn-rimmed glasses, and nicotine-stained lips that even a heavy dose of dollar-store lipstick couldn’t control said she didn’t fool around. She didn’t take any guff from anyone.

      Many said she knew the old ways of doing business.

      She carried a mustard-colored wooden ruler inlaid with a strip of metal. No doubt to cleave her branding on disobedient troublemaker hides. But she’d never used it. She didn’t need to lay her stick of justice across anyone’s knuckles. She didn’t need to. Not when she had the old-lady stare.

      Jimmy had seen firsthand her no-nonsense, withering, medusa-like glance drive a fellow fifth grader to the brink of insanity.

      The stare alone, from the eyes of an ageless and nameless evil dwelling amongst mortals since time began, could peel away your helpless soul.

      Anyway, last summer one of Witch Hag Granberry’s assignments had been to write about a historical location in the local community. And Jimmy pulled Boot Hill Cemetery from the hat.

      It goes without saying cemeteries are on the low end of travel destinations. Probably because they’re full of dead people. And Jimmy felt no different about this assignment. He was slightly intrigued, but cautious about the dead person drive-in.

      Even Little Doug, when he crashed his hot-wired alien spaceship in the middle of the local cemetery, didn’t fool around. He beat feet out of there ASAP. No slowing down to read headstones and laugh at ridiculous old names.

      Legend had it (according to the Apple Valley Gazette) Boot Hill was where aliens from the stars visited local Navajos and brought them a gift, a strange alien recipe. Some said it was fruit pies, but Jimmy was skeptical about that.

      Unfortunately for that moment of first contact, the aliens misinterpreted some of the Navajo language (being the most difficult language to master, according to the Gazette) and didn’t get the translation right. Dysentery from undercooked batter almost wiped out the proud Indian nation.

      The few brave warriors left, with hardy constitutions, declared war on the aliens and drove them back to the stars.

      But the victims were buried where Boot Hill now stands. This spot. When the Navajo built a new burial ground, they turned this plot into a Navajo pet burial ground.

      When Thaddeus Apple showed up and started planting apple trees at some point in the Great Expansion, a time when every man wore a handlebar mustache, the Navajo packed up and moved out, remembering the heartache cooked fruits wrapped in pastry had brought them.

      The settlers built their burial ground on top of the pet burial ground, which was built on the Navajo burial ground, since there were already dead people buried here. It only made sense.

      Some of the storm clouds overhead thinned enough for the moon to break through. Everything bathed in moonlight reminded Jimmy of the first-in-series made-for-TV movie he’d watched last week, A Cemetery in Moonlight. The hero, a part-time chemist and hobbyist undertaker, discovered why she shouldn’t bring her experimental concoctions home from work.

      At least half of the movies Jimmy had seen over his tender, formative years involved some graveyard/cemetery scene. And 99.99% of those didn’t have anything good to say about them.

      Many high school pranksters, college sorority wannabes on ghoulish initiation rituals, and two a.m. bar hoppers attempting to stumble drunkenly home had met their grisly fates in the old dirt motel. You can check in, but can never check out. Kiss your deposit goodbye.

      Too many bad things happened in cemeteries to think it ever a chill crib hangout. Only the undead, mush-brained, with filthy rags and a desire to suck the eyeballs out of the living, would feel at home there. Vampires, too.

      But as Jimmy thought of it, he didn’t recall seeing vampires living in cemeteries. Ancient Bavarian castles were more their thing. Still, you never knew.

      “I bet aliens would roost here, too,” Jimmy said as the idea struck him. What better place to set up planet-conquering shop than a place no one would dare step into. That made absolute, perfect sense. This could very well be their base of operations. He was sure if Blaze were here, he’d say the same thing. Except in a much cooler voice.

      “We gotta go through there?” Clancy asked with what Jimmy believed was an unmistakable tremble of fear. Jimmy surmised if he—being the hero and all—was apprehensive about the cemetery, then Clancy, in all his stupid sidekick ways, must feel riveted to the spot. Unable to comprehend even setting one foot through such a horrible abode for the dead. “I like cemeteries,” Clancy added. “They’re peaceful and calm.”

      Clearly, Jimmy thought, Clancy was so petrified by the sheer magnitude of evil here that he’d already gone insane to say something like that. Classic shock. The terror brewed in this awful location had already driven him to madness.

      Jimmy’s quivering eyes looked over the vast acreage of Boot Hill, all the spine-chilling sideways headstones jutting from the ground like rotten teeth, viciously gnarled and diseased trees (probably oak) grasping for souls with leafless branches, spots of low and quite possibly evil fog creeping around family plots and child statues, searching for the next victim to slurp the life from their bones.

      He breathed in shuddering gasps, thankful he knew a way around the cemetery.

      “No, we don’t have to go through there,” Jimmy said in a low, cautious—but still heroic—voice. “I know a way around.” He turned behind him, reaching down. “Come on, Max, let’s blow this Popsicle stand.”

      But Max wasn’t there. Jimmy’s heart fluttered as he frantically looked around him. “Max?!”

      Clancy, scratching the side of his face, pointed with a bony finger towards the cemetery. “Is that your mutt?”

      Cold dread plummeted Jimmy’s core temperature down five degrees as he turned to see where Clancy pointed. Sure enough, he could make out a faint, bathed-in-evil-moonlight-blue figure. He’d know that loping silhouette anywhere. Max was heading straight to the cemetery!

      “No!” Jimmy yelled, dropping to his knees as his slugger slipped from his hands. He thrust tiny balled fists into the air. “Why didn’t you say something?”

      “He’s not my mutt,” Clancy replied, still picking at a scab on his face.

      Jimmy sprang to his feet and, grabbing his bat, charged downhill. He had to catch Max before he made it through the black wrought-iron gates, the type of medieval ironwork that makes cemeteries so much creepier.

      Tripping over slick grass and his own feet, Jimmy hit the ground about halfway down the hill. He tumbled or slid the rest of the way to finally come to a stop at the entrance. His breathing was heavy, and soggy mud covered him.

      But this was not the time to reflect on personal hygiene. Bigger issues were at stake. He’d lost sight of his dog.

      Clancy followed him, deciding to slide on his butt down the hill, like this was a carnival ride.

      “Max!” Jimmy called out as he stood. His voice didn’t carry at all. It fell dead at his feet.

      Then his cell phone buzzed, which made Jimmy leap with fright. Playing it off like he was stretching a kink from his left leg, he checked the notification.

      Warning, enemies near!

      “What is it?” Clancy leaned over his shoulder to peek at the message. His salami breath had aged a day, and Jimmy thought he also heard a new round of whistling snot, this time in a higher key. Maybe an F sharp.

      There had to be a bright side to having to enter the cemetery on a wet, moonlit night while the world was in the balance of being overthrown by alien overlords with brain-melting rays.

      “At least it’s not clowns,” Jimmy whispered.

      Clancy said, “I heard when April Baxter, remember the girl who plummeted to her death on the carnival ride, set her speed record, she landed on top of a clown car. Five were injured and two clowns-in-training were killed. Red noses and flower petal hats squashed like bugs. They were buried on Boot Hill together in a small coffin. Maybe we can dig them up and see if they still have their red noses.”

      Jimmy pretended he didn’t hear Clancy talking. That was too terrifying a thought.

      With a double grip strangling his slugger, a hand twitching with the red Hot Lick mega yo-yo, the duo cautiously made their way towards the cemetery. Sweat trickled off Jimmy’s nose, and he felt like his breathing was even too loud for the quiet graveyard. They entered the gates, and Jimmy expected at any moment for a restless ghost to slam the gates shut and swallow the key.

      “Hey, mutt!” Clancy yelled suddenly from behind Jimmy, making him shrivel in fright. “Where are you, mutt?”

      “Shhh…” Jimmy hissed with a finger to his mouth. Then he saw a figure. A dog sitting. “Max,” he said in a whisper. He maneuvered between headstones over to where he thought he found his best friend. But as Jimmy came upon it, he saw it was only a statue of a dog.

      Giving a shuddering sigh, Jimmy glanced at the headstones. Using his cell’s flashlight, he read the inscription: A tribute to Fluffy. You finally caught that furniture delivery truck.

      Frightening late-night horror flicks on Channel 56 ran through his mind. All the chainsaw murderers, meat-cleaver butchers, skin-sucking parasites, bone-melting alien blobs of glowing goo, and disgruntled postal workers overwhelmed him.

      “Be cool, Jimmy,” he said to himself in an unsure voice. But he was anything but cool. His butt quivered in fear.

      At that harrowing moment, wet ground underneath the dog statue churned and rolled, crumbling upon itself. Hundreds of plump and shiny worms oozed from the ground. The air smelled of earth, tree roots and worms.

      Jimmy’s heart crawled up his throat, about to fall from his gaping mouth. His eyes were wide, stuck on the horrible scene. Like watching a second grader pick his nose then wipe it under the desk you’re about to sit at. Your stomach churns, but you can’t look away.

      A paw punched up from the ground, batting at the air. Slowly it pulled its rotting self from the ground.

      “Oh no!” Jimmy exclaimed as he took three steps back and considered a fourth. “It’s a Navajo alien-animated undead DeadWalker cat!”

      “Really?” Clancy said, curiously studying the ghoulish figure rising from the depths of some unquantifiable hell. “I’d think around these parts they’d be Puebloans and not Navajo—”

      “Shut up!” Jimmy squawked. He followed with a step forward as he brought his bat up.

      The cat, free of the ground, glowed in pale, watercolor green while remaining suspended between real and not real. Its eyes were swirling green buttons. When it attempted to hiss, its lower jaw fell off.

      With a savage Little Doug–inspired war cry, mostly driven by fear, Jimmy swung his slugger, powered by all the strength his bony arms would allow. Slugger knocked the DeadWalker cat’s putrid head clean off its cat shoulders. Despite this setback, the cat body lunged for him, but went left by two feet. It crashed into a headstone.

      Other sounds filled Jimmy’s ears. Moans of bloodthirsty, brain-eating DeadWalkers surrounded them. Lumbering silhouettes emerged from behind tall headstones. Somewhere the granite door to some rich dead person’s mausoleum slid open. Bones clacked as rotten feet with long unclipped toenails scraped across cobblestone walkways.

      “Over here!” Clancy said as his yo-yo flew from his flicked wrist. It caught a DeadWalker child right between the eyes, creeping from the ground with a mouthful of dirt. The child seemed to shake it off, though.

      Even Blaze, Jimmy thought, would be hard-pressed to maintain his cool when faced with hungry alien DeadWalkers.

      Clancy’s yo-yo flung from his hands in a barrage of vicious around the worlds and walking the dogs. He connected, impacts knocking arms and legs off. With each blow it sounded like he was punching mud.

      Jimmy swung five more times. He connected with what looked like a man wearing a cowboy hat. Probably some restless gunfighter undead body, animated by alien powers and ready to plug him full of cold spirit lead.

      Not today. Not on his watch, as Jimmy’d once heard a recovering amnesiac Russian trained super assassin say as she obliterated a city block with the casual flip of a detonator.

      He swung ferociously. His slugger sent animated DeadWalker bones and decayed rags flying. But there was no end to the endless layers of dead buried on Boot Hill.

      “What about that crazy fire-breathing gum?” Clancy yelled as he backed into Jimmy’s back.

      “Hey,” Jimmy said. “I’ve got my Flav-O-Blast gum.” With deft video-game-honed fingers, Jimmy reached into his denim flaming-bat backpack and pulled out the gum. But it slipped through his rain-soaked slick fingers and fell at his feet, lost in the overgrown grass. “Crud,” he said.

      From all directions Boot Hill coughed up all its dead in one sickening, heart-wrenching attack on Jimmy and his sidekick. For a brief moment Jimmy felt like this was the cliffhanger episode, a season finale. Or even a series finale. He didn’t know if they would be renewed for next season.

      Quickly he grabbed his cell and turned on the flashlight to scour the ground in the faint possibility of finding the fireball gum.

      But then his cell flashlight flashed across the back of Clancy’s pleather jacket. The imitation, plastic and gaudy rhinestones captured the light. They began to glow, first like dishwater soap, then brightening to laundry room LED intensity.

      Soon all the rhinestones on Clancy’s secondhand-store garment began to glow just as intensely. Even the DeadWalkers paused their dead lumbering. They teetered on rotten feet and infected toenails, dumbly watching the spectacle unfold.

      The rhinestones pulsed with light; then as if they hit the crescendo to an extended-cut progressive rock song, they shattered the night with a rainbow of beams.

      Red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, and violet light (which Jimmy remembered as ROY G BIV from one of Mr. Fuller’s handy science class mnemonics) streamed from the pleather in all directions.

      Wherever the light touched the DeadWalkers, they reacted violently, sizzling like bacon over a prairie campfire, cooked by a toothless trail cook who went by the name Beans.

      Arms shriveled and fell off to disappear as tiny green poofs. Legs too, dropping the undead creatures like a bad habit. The pleather jacket’s fake rhinestone beams completely obliterated small animals as they evaporated into smoky clouds that smelled like Beans had left the bacon on the campfire grill too long.

      “Whoa, momma!” Clancy said as he held out his arms, staring at his jacket in dimwitted awe.

      Then Jimmy realized Clancy needed to move. “Shake your groove thang!” Jimmy yelled, smacking him on his back with his slugger.

      Immediately Clancy went about twitching, shaking, and spinning. Rhinestone death rays sliced through the cemetery like a futuristic grim reaper who’d traded his obsolete death sickle for a newfangled blaster. Beams indiscriminately sliced DeadWalkers and DeadWalker pets. The dead fell dead once again, dissolving into the wormy upturned earth.

      Within a matter of moments all that remained was the cemetery, a few lingering clouds of green, and the smell of burnt bacon. Clancy’s pleather jacket seemed to also realize this, as it dimmed, then shut off.

      “I knew my leather jacket was special,” Clancy said, his voice quivering in barely contained excitement. “But this is off the charts epic.”

      As thankful as Jimmy was that he wasn’t getting his brains slurped out through a straw or having the marrow sucked from his bones by a DeadWalker, he couldn’t help but feel put off by the jacket.

      “Oh yeah,” Clancy continued, pumping his fist, which turned into him making whoop, whoop sounds. His end-zone celebration was getting out of hand. “We kicked those evil things back into the dirt. Nutin’ can stop the Clancy and Naked Jimmy team.”

      And there it was, Jimmy thought as he reeled at Clancy’s words. He’d just laid them on the table as confidently as a big-time poker player betting all their chips on a royal flush.

      Clancy and Naked Jimmy…

      Clancy gave himself top billing. This was turning out like Xag and Xeg.

      Jimmy couldn’t allow that to happen, no matter what. “You became a disco ball,” Jimmy said to downplay any further victory laps by his sidekick. Barf-olomew definitely needed to learn his place in the scheme of things. “And it was really more of your jacket doing the heavy lifting.”

      Despite Jimmy’s sobering account of the events, Clancy seemed oblivious to his undertones. That, or he simply didn’t care. “We kicked another crack in undead butt. Wait…” he said as a thought came across his dull mind. “What does my résumé say?”

      Somewhat hesitant, Jimmy pulled the piece of paper from his denim flaming-bat backpack and handed it to Clancy.

      “Yes!” Clancy exclaimed as he gave one last final triumphant fist pump. “My Defense ability went up to a 2. Shut up! I got a new ability, too. Rainbow Blast.” He showed Jimmy the paper.

      Fuming, thinking Rainbow Blast sounded like a new flavor of sno-cone, Jimmy dug his notepad out and opened it. Nothing had changed. He fumed even more and bit his lip.

      “What does yours say?” Clancy asked innocently, but Jimmy figured that was a ploy to take a cheap jab at him.

      He tucked it away. “What’s important is that we beat the DeadWalkers…”

      Then his cell went off, which he was thankful for. He checked the notification.

      You defeated the enemies! Good thing you had backup!

      “Argh…” Jimmy growled as he clamped shut his cell.

      Before Clancy could say anything else, a distant wuff drew their attention.

      “Max?” Jimmy said, remembering why they even had to stand at the gates of hell. He sprinted to where he thought the sound came from. “Keep speaking, boy, we’ll find you. Our psychic link bonding us together will guide me.”

      A couple more wuffs and they homed in on the sound. They found Max sitting on top of a concrete bench with a bone in his mouth. When they arrived, his tail thwapped the concrete seat. Promptly Jimmy smacked the bone from his mouth. It looked like a foot.

      “What’d they do to you, boy?” he said tearfully as he hugged his dog’s fluffy neck. “They didn’t steal your soul, did they? I thought we were going to have to make a side quest to find you.”

      “Now that we’ve got your mutt,” Clancy said rather confidently, in Jimmy’s eyes, “we should bug out.”

      “We should leave now,” Jimmy said, ignoring Clancy’s comment. “Those things could return at any moment.”

      Crooked headstones still threatened them as they made their way through Boot Hill Cemetery. As scary as being in a cemetery with DeadWalkers was, Jimmy had a feeling there would be no more. The aliens at Boot Hill had done their weird best to beat Jimmy the world-saver and his trusty traveling companion Max. But they fell short of the finish line, as Dad would say.

      They passed the Thanks for coming. You’ll be back eventually sign attached to the wrought-iron fencing that would’ve been better suited around Dracula’s castle than around a cemetery. And finally, they exited Boot Hill Cemetery.

      The whole time, Jimmy felt like he was holding his breath. Once they crested a hill and the City of DeadWalkers could no longer be seen, Jimmy paused to take a deep breath.

      “We should go back,” Clancy said after a minute of standing idle. “With my epic leather jacket we can rid the earth of those undead things. Then we can look for the clown undead.”

      Jimmy knew most everything Clancy said was too stupid to consider, but he still shivered at the thought of DeadWalker clowns rising up from their tiny shared coffin. But even that thought couldn’t hold off the tiredness that arose from battling alien undead for your very soul.

      Soul-saving is tiring work.

      Little Doug always took the time to set up a campfire to rest. He knew the importance of maintaining a healthy circadian rhythm. The day Jimmy had would’ve left even high schoolers physically and emotionally drained. He felt like his own circadian rhythms were going out of whack. “We should get some rest.”

      The itinerant minstrel/assassin in Sing My Garrote a Lullaby said it best when he sang at the climax of the movie, “Treat your body well and your body will treat you well.” This was right before he choked the life from his former assassin instructor gone jaded now illegal arms entrepreneur.

      “But I don’t see a motel,” Clancy said. Suddenly a spark came to his normally dull and passionless expression. “Hey! Remember that motel we stayed at? Remember I used their bathroom?” Then he chuckled to himself in a way totally inferior to Jimmy’s own chuckling. “I didn’t flush,” he announced gleefully.

      “Congratulations,” Jimmy said as he turned away from his sidekick.

      After quickly evaluating the surrounding forest with a keen eye for such things as impromptu sleeping quarters, Jimmy moved underneath a big oak that had kept the ground underneath relatively wet-free. He sidled against the trunk into a wooden niche that felt surprisingly comfortable. Max followed, squeezing next to Jimmy.

      Taking his denim flaming-bat backpack, Jimmy pulled a bag of El Munchos, nacho cheese, out. He handed a chip to Clancy, then ate one himself. Then he gave Max a couple of orange square Cheez-Os, which he quickly devoured.

      Finished, Jimmy nestled his head into his Labrador’s fluffy side, wrapping his arms around his dog’s belly. It felt like curling into a blanket next to a fireplace while a winter storm raged outside.

      As Jimmy drifted off to sleep, he could hear his archnemesis turned sidekick rattling on.

      “Do you think I can make my leather jacket shoot death rays when I’m onstage? The Screaming Mandrills would totally rock if I do that.”
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      In the morning sun, the DeadWalkers were hazy and less threatening.

      Jimmy wiggled himself from the tree trunk. Max looked at him, closed his eyes, and went back to sleep.

      Clancy was curled up in a ball against the tree. He was using his pleather jacket as a blanket. He was still asleep, his nose making half-snoring, half-whistling sounds with each breath. Every now and then he mumbled, probably singing some lame song.

      Grabbing his denim flaming-bat backpack from where he was using it as a pillow, Jimmy dug inside. When he turned around, Max was sitting behind him expectantly, his bushy tail slapping the ground.

      “Hold on, old boy, I’ve got a little something for you.” Jimmy went into his backpack and pulled out the Cheez-Os. Drool spooled from Max’s jowls. Jimmy took one out and palmed it. Promptly Max gobbled it up, then gave Jimmy his irresistible I’m starving eyes. He took out a couple more and fed them to him.

      Then he dug in his El Muncho bag and popped a chip. The same sensation he’d felt before came over him once again. Alien-firefly-magic rejuvenation washed all the alien-bashing, DeadWalker-cleaving tiredness from his eleven-year-old bones.

      Renewed, he thumped Clancy’s shoes with his own. When his sleepy sidekick half opened his eyes, Jimmy tossed him a chip.

      “Breakfast,” he said.

      Still bleary, Clancy mindlessly took the chip and slid it into his partly open lips. His jaw moved mechanically, grinding the chip the way a cow grinds whatever it is cows eat. Within seconds his dim-witted expression perked up. “Man, that’s some good stuff,” he said as he sprang to his feet and then stretched. “I know some guys who would pay top dollar for that.”

      Quickly Jimmy shoved the food into his backpack and slung it over his shoulders. No need to tempt Clancy any more than necessary. Next he took out his cell.

      “Where to?” Clancy asked.

      The blip in the app still flashed, somewhere across the mountains in Orange Valley.

      Being to the northeast of Apple Valley, a handful of miles from the city, they needed to head slightly east-southeast. That was the direction of the only way to get to Orange Valley, the Starman Mountain Pass. The pass was named after the brave Navajo chief who’d finally driven the aliens away.

      Jimmy took the lead, or point as many of the grim war movies called it, slugger over his shoulder. Max trailed a step or two behind, while Clancy brought up the rear. In the rear with the gear, Jimmy had heard some grizzled Army sergeant say, a cancer stick dangling from his lip, trusty Browning Automatic over his shoulder, and the look of too many wars and not enough bullets in his eyes.

      This morning, out in the woods, continuing on his journey to save the world, Jimmy began humming his world-traveling theme. There was no better time than the present for this, he thought.

      They walked for a good solid half hour or so. Along the way, Jimmy noticed a rock shaped like a chicken. Thirty minutes later he noticed the same rock. Or a rock very similar to the first rock he’d seen. Chicken rock twins.

      Another few minutes of being hyperaware with uncanny perception radiating from him like the arachnid senses of the reluctant high school comic-book superhero Man-Spider, Jimmy noticed the trees and rocks were eerily familiar.

      Then it dawned on him. They were—gulp—lost!

      Going in circles.

      Jimmy didn’t think it possible because of his cell and the alien app guiding him. But then, it only showed the general location. His keen perception could only do so much. Getting there was up to him. But still, it was a good thing he didn’t list Navigation ability on his résumé, or he might have to deduct a point.

      “Be cool, Jimmy,” he said in a low voice. No need to let Clancy in on this for now. So Jimmy continued humming, walking near aimlessly, as he waited for his hyperawareness to kick in at any moment.

      “Do you think,” Clancy said after ten minutes of working on the lyrics to his ridiculous song, “there’s random aliens or monsters out here? Maybe we can walk around a bit and bash in some skulls, kick in some teeth, and get some experience bashing in skulls. You know, like leveling up or something like that.”

      Jimmy shook his head as he realized this to be one of those classic RPG conundrums. Grind for experience or go straight in for the kill. He’d faced this all too often. Like many of the uber-skilled video game aficionados, Jimmy had different approaches depending on the game.

      But since this was real life, and he didn’t want to spend any more time with Clancy than absolutely necessary, Jimmy took the path of least resistance.

      “We continue on, sidekick. Continue on.” He added a sage nod for effect.

      “Since we’re having this great conversation and all, I have something to confess,” Clancy said a minute later, a sudden somber expression coming to his otherwise ridiculous face.

      Jimmy wasn’t sure this was a great conversation by any stretch of the imagination. But then, Clancy was pretty dense and all. Who knows what his standards for great were. “That’s okay. I don’t want to hear it.”

      “It’s been eating me inside like a human-eating ear worm,” Clancy insisted. “I have to tell someone.”

      “No, really, don’t tell me,” Jimmy said. He began searching the ground for something to plug into his ears. “Hey, look, a rock shaped like a chicken. Neat, huh?” He pointed, hoping this would distract Clancy.

      But it didn’t deter Clancy, determined as he was. “Last night when I told you I didn’t flush… well, I tried to flush, but the handle was broken. So I didn’t flush, but it wasn’t because I didn’t want to flush.”

      Jimmy bit his lip so that he wouldn’t scream and alert any aliens or rabid animals in the bushes, waiting to tear their throats out. This was way more of Clancy’s bathroom habits than he’d ever dreamed he’d know.

      “Okay, I feel better,” Clancy said, somehow relieved this pressing moral issue had been resolved in his eyes.

      Jimmy made a sharp left turn, not so much because he believed that was the right direction, but because that would lead him away from his sidekick.

      Within a couple of minutes, Jimmy saw a road.

      They left the woods and joined up to the main road heading east towards Starman Mountain Pass, walking along the shoulder. Clancy kicked an empty can tossed out the window by some anti-environmental hoodlum. Jimmy slowed to dig out a pebble lodged in his shoe. Max sat on the gravel, sniffing the air.

      Two lonesome drifters and a dog, thought Jimmy. Carefree, looking for nothing but some alien butt to kick. After he fished out the pebble, which reminded Jimmy of a tooth, he started walking again, whistling his world-traveling theme.

      Soon a school bus barreled along the road. On the side of the faded mustard-colored children’s mass-transport vehicle was a banner. Apple Valley Middle school band.

      Band geeks, thought Jimmy. They travel in packs, carrying odd-shaped cases, speaking of fancy things such as music and notes and stuff. Many times in Jimmy’s life he’d been looked down on by this class of nerds.

      The band director, a middle-aged eternally single lady who always smelled of kitty litter and doubled as a bus driver, slowed down long enough for the first string section to hurl insults as well as empty milk cartons out the window. Distinctly Jimmy heard vile references to babies, twins, and wetting the bed.

      The bus sped off after the verbal assault.

      But that was okay, Jimmy came to realize. It was a tough journey to the top. Don’t let the other crabs pull you back in the barrel, Dad would say late at night, crying over another missed promotion. Jimmy never did like seafood, so he never had used this expression until now.

      A sign showed they were well on their way to Starman Mountain Pass. It was two miles long, underneath thirty-five quadribillion tons of dirt and rocks, ready to bury unsuspecting heroes in a tomb. Jimmy had ridden through there plenty of times, but never walked it before.

      As they approached, lights lit on the horizon. Red and blue lights.

      Quickly Jimmy ducked behind a bush. If he was a typical person watching him duck into the bush, he probably would’ve mistaken himself for a classically trained ninja assassin. Clancy followed him, not nearly as stealthy. Max brought up the rear.

      “What is it?” Clancy asked.

      “The heat. Johnny Law,” Jimmy said.

      Police cruisers had the entrance to the tunnel blocked. Sawhorses formed a barrier. A man in a dusty gray tweed jacket stood next to a car, chatting with probably the chief of police.

      The man looked no-nonsense with the shaved head and cigar clenched in his iron jaw.

      He’d probably served twenty years as some big-city beat cop, breaking up domestic quarrels and occasionally laying his well-worn baton upside the head of more than one Gas, Grub, and Go robber whom he claimed resisted arrest. He’d made detective after walking the thin blue line for so long.

      “What’s the fuzz doing here?” Clancy asked. “Do you think they found out about me not flushing?”

      Involuntarily Jimmy shuddered. This had come up too much in conversation. “They’re probably here to arrest you for being so stupid.”

      Clancy nodded. “Oh. Do you think that’s a felony or misdemeanor?”

      He couldn’t win. At that moment Jimmy wanted to run away from his sidekick so badly he thought of charging the cops in the faint hope the beat cop now detective would use his baton or his issued black matte revolver one last time and end Jimmy’s misery. According to the crime shows that highlighted injustice, flatfoots were always itching to plug anyone they could.

      But there was more at stake to this adventure than Jimmy’s comfort.

      Every great hero knew what they did was bigger than them. Often Blaze had said, “This is bigger than Blaze,” as he set out to save the world from the evil machinations of Doctor Sunset.

      “This is bigger than Jimmy,” Jimmy whispered to himself. “Don’t let Clancy’s bowel movements be a stumbling block for you, Jimmy.”

      He turned to Max. “We can’t go that way. We’re trapped in Apple Valley.”

      Clancy wiggled his thin lips, trying to make them dance. Then he spoke up. “Why don’t we go over the mountain?”

      Jimmy found this was a perfect moment to chuckle, and did so. He shook his head. “I guess we’ll have to go over the mountain.” But even as the stolen idea seemed legit enough, a certain dread fell over Jimmy as he thought of this. Mountains were pretty big, and he was already doubting some of his navigation skills.

      Could he rely on his hyperawareness and almost superhuman crime-fighting skills to steer him in the correct direction? Or would they get even more lost if they left the main roads? Then, they’d wander in the mountain for weeks until Clancy expired from dehydration or doing something stupid like walking off a cliff. Jimmy would be forced to consider eating Clancy to remain alive.

      If forced to eat his sidekick to stay alive, would he need ketchup or steak sauce? He’d have to figure that out later.

      Scooting back through the woods away from the tunnel, Jimmy wandered at the base of the mountain range separating the two towns. The top of the mountain disappeared in the hazy day. He felt really small standing there.

      Just then, Clancy said, “Oh, look, a guy loitering in the middle of a forest. Let’s go talk to him.”

      Before Jimmy could breathe any type of cautionary word, Clancy’s impulsiveness pulled him in the direction of the strange man, who almost seemed to materialize from thinnish air. The last time Clancy had pulled this stunt was in the south woods when they’d stumbled across the mad alien scientist but really a robot. Now, he was doing it again.

      With his slugger ready to commence a serious beatdown, Jimmy rushed after him.

      The man wore a tie-dyed shirt. Jimmy figured he was some kind of gardener because smack-dab at the center of the shirt was some type of giant leaf. He wore bell-bottom slacks with about an inch dragging on the ground, now frayed white. The tips of dirty socks poked out from underneath. He wore one sandal.

      He was thin but hairy. Beard and mustache ran haphazardly into wild brown hair. Thin shoulders hunched as chicken wing arms were jammed into his jeans pockets. Jimmy didn’t doubt this man was allergic to working out. He whistled to himself as he leaned against a tree.

      Even though his eyes were hidden behind wire-rimmed round-lens glasses on his hawkish nose, Jimmy could tell he had an I haven’t bathed in a week air about him. Probably the leftover from some anti-culture movement, too blown out of his mind to realize the movement had run its course decades ago.

      “Hey, man,” the gardener said in an easy west coast accent that made his words sound like they slipped out of his mouth without him noticing. “What’s your pleasure?”

      Before Jimmy even had the chance to completely grasp the creepiness of this open-ended question, the gardener said, “Two young hooligans like yourselves out in the middle of nowhere with no authoritative patriarchy or matriarchy to stifle your freedom… you’re my kind of hombres.”

      “Thanks,” Clancy said, smiling. “What’s someone as hip as you doing out here leaning against a tree?”

      Jimmy spit in disgust. Just like a sidekick to be impressed by a random person. He looked at Max, who’d just now decided to sit and kick behind his ear with his rear foot. His collar jingled as it spun on his neck.

      He didn’t like the idea of having a conversation with this retro gardener. It brought to mind the sci-fi classic Hitchhike to Hell. The straightforward plot was a door-to-door encyclopedia salesman, working to support two exes and five kids, who let a strange man hitch a ride in his banged-up station wagon that he owed more on than it was worth.

      The hitchhiker was none other than Old Serpent himself, El Diablo, the Devil. Red undies, pointy tail, and a pitchfork to boot. He had the salesman take the interstate HOV lane straight to Hell.

      Turned out the salesman didn’t think the underworld and eternal torment in hellfire so bad. Not after supporting two exes.

      Perhaps this gardener was some type of demonic gardener. Or an alien gardener growing pods of people Replacements.

      What if—gulp—this was the evil alien gardener that grew Replacement Reggie!

      “I’m tripping,” the gardener said to Clancy. “Hard. It’s got me bummed.” But you wouldn’t have guessed this by his easy, slow tone.

      “We’re going to Orange Valley to kick some serious alien butt,” Clancy offered with no other explanation.

      “What!” Jimmy spat out. Clancy just blew their cover. Immediately his eyes went to the gardener to see how he took that info, but he couldn’t tell. “He’s talking crazy stuff,” Jimmy offered to patch Clancy’s operations security violation. He gave his sidekick vicious side eye that could wither a second grader. “We’re looking for leaves, for a class project,” he offered as an excuse. It wasn’t a great excuse, but hopefully should work. Plus, he didn’t have many reservations about lying to this strange gardener.

      “Hey, little man,” the gardener offered as he held up a bony fist, “don’t bow down to the state brainwashing machine.”

      “We won’t, sir,” Clancy exclaimed gleefully. “We’re quitting school and becoming professional alien butt kickers. We don’t need no education!” he sang as he raised a fist in solidarity.

      The gardener nodded his pencil neck in agreement. “Right on. Maybe you hombres can help. See, here’s why I’m tripping.” He held up his sandal-less foot. The sock was shriveled, brown with dirt. A tiny twig stuck to it, and material had bunched at its toes.

      “I lost my wheels, my custom hemp-woven sandal made from reclaimed playground equipment,” the gardener elaborated, “and I can’t move on. No more keep on keepin’ on.”

      “Oh, okay,” Clancy said as he nodded like he’d uncovered a great truth. “You’re tripping, literally, because you have no shoe. I thought it was just a metaphor to describe irrational behavioral or a hallucinogenic condition.”

      Jimmy made a sarcastic huff. What did Clancy know about anything? His dull-faced sidekick’s meaningless babbling reminded him of the senseless speech of the Plutonian alien invaders in Doom From the Frozen Ball. As they turned Earth into a frozen Popsicle treat with what looked like giant sno-cone machines, they spoke in odd noises that sounded like ice snapping, crackling, and popping.

      Jimmy stole a glance at Max to see if his best friend thought the same thing about Clancy. At some point his dog had lain on his side and was snoring lightly.

      However, Jimmy thought, he couldn’t let his sidekick steal his thunder by offering to help this gardener.

      How often had Little Doug taken the time to assist some helpless random character who’d lost a treasure. A missing cat, a misplaced comb, long-lost booty of some sort.

      He giggled as he thought of the word booty.

      But more importantly, Jimmy was sure once this was over, he would receive something good. A special treasure of some sort. Perhaps money or a share of stocks. Just like Little Doug.

      “We can look for the sandal,” Jimmy proudly exclaimed. Immediately he thought of Scavenger Hunt at the End of the World. A sweet little post-apocalyptic mini-series about a group of nuclear holocaust survivors clinging to the faint hope of rebuilding society. They race through desolate cities, searching for basic life necessities. Cans of beans, toothbrushes, and junk like that. Just because the world ended doesn’t mean fun has to end.

      This was part of the Scavenger Hunt series produced by Channel 56. El Creepo even made a guest appearance in the Thanksgiving special. Jimmy skipped that one.

      “Most excellent, little man,” the gardener said, nodding.

      “Where did you lose it?” Clancy asked, a stern, no-nonsense look on his face that made him look sick or constipated.

      The gardener turned and pointed. “Up there, hombres.”

      He pointed towards a trail leading back up the mountain, which wasn’t much of a trail at all. Jimmy figured it was some path used by mountain animals such as deer or yeti. Maybe they could find one and cook it. Jimmy had never had yeti meat.

      “Okay, we’re all over this, sir,” Clancy stated as he smacked his bony fist into his hand.

      Jimmy quickly stepped in front of him. “With my superior observation skills, we’ll find your sandal. Come on, Max. Come on, sidekick.” Before Clancy could even think about going up the mountain path, Jimmy took the lead. The way it should be. Hero first, then hero pet, then sidekick.

      In the rear with the gear, as the grizzled Army sergeant would say.
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      It didn’t take Jimmy long to realize the mistake he’d made. What happened was this: his desire not to let Clancy steal the show made Jimmy volunteer to find the missing sandal. A bit presumptuously, he might add. The thought of Clancy upstaging Jimmy was unacceptable and too much to bear. Xag and Xeg.

      So this was completely Clancy’s fault.

      Jimmy had lost sight of the bigger picture, which was finding the alien weapon and destroying the enemy. Saving the day. Becoming a famous superhero warrior. Ticker-tape parades and keys to every city. All that jazz.

      So what would Blaze Argon do in a dicey situation like this? He’d probably smoke someone.

      They’d been walking up the mountain trail for an hour. He wanted to turn back, but they had already invested an hour.

      What was in it for them? A tee shirt? A slap on the back and a “job well done,” like the lead detective on a murder mystery docudrama who just discovered the killer was grandma would receive?

      No, thought Jimmy in a somber but wise inner voice.

      Although the sun wasn’t blistering hot, the uphill walk still pushed Jimmy’s constitution to the limit. His legs ached and his feet burned. Even the world-traveling music he’d been whistling seemed a little off key.

      As Jimmy slowed, Clancy moved up next to him. “Wait a minute,” he said suddenly, coming to a complete stop. “If he lost his shoe up here and couldn’t walk, but when we saw him he was down there, then that means he could walk.” He scratched his dandruff-peppered, greasy hair as he contemplated this.

      “You’re overthinking it,” Jimmy said angrily, still perturbed that Clancy had made them take this detour in their quest. They were burning precious daylight. Once Jimmy looked around, his eyes grew wide.

      “Wait, where’s Max?”

      “Who’s Max?” Clancy asked as he inspected on the ground a brown leaf shaped like the state of Texas.

      “My dog!” Jimmy exclaimed as panic set in. Sweat broke out on his head as he turned in a circle, searching the bushes.

      “Oh, the mutt. He left a while ago,” Clancy responded with not an ounce of concern in his voice.

      “Left? Gone!” Jimmy cried out furiously. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      Clancy shrugged. “It’s not my mutt.”

      “Argh!” Jimmy cried out in complete anguish as he dropped to his knees. Hands tightly fisted, he thrust them skyward.

      Clancy crunched the leaf in his hand and rubbed the remnants on his faded jeans. “Gee, don’t be so dramatic, Naked boy,” he said as he shook his head pathetically.

      Yes, Jimmy, Jimmy said to himself in his head, your sidekick is going to be the death of you.

      Frequently sidekicks got the heroes into tough pickles that appeared hopeless. But in the end, the heroes made it out alive. With this archnemesis sidekick, Jimmy wasn’t too sure.

      The fate of all mankind, including womankind and petkind, relied on Jimmy’s small, underdeveloped shoulders. That would have to keep him going.

      All great heroes deal with this at some point in their crime-fighting, world-saving career. Did Jimmy think he was better than all the others? Before he could answer that introspective question, a noise pulled his attention away.

      It was the unmistakable growl of a hungry apex predator, a vicious beast with a wild bloodlust for human flesh, no doubt. Probably the last time the ferocious monster ate was when it stumbled across a group of twenty-somethings backpacking across the country in their gap year. They wanted to see nature at work firsthand. And they got a front-row seat. They had no idea how bloody the front row would be.

      “It sounds like the dire wolves,” Jimmy said as he thought of the epic battle they’d had. Apparently this was going to be Epic Dire Wolves Battle numero dos.

      “Do you think they heard about us kicking the ever-loving snot out of the others?” Clancy asked as he eyed the forest trees. He pulled his red Hot Lick mega yo-yo from his jeans pocket and rubbed it against his chin. At some point along the way he’d adopted this habit, believing it brought him luck. “Maybe they’re cousins. Or brothers and sisters. What if they’re a blended family of—”

      “Shut up!” Jimmy exclaimed as Clancy’s idiotic droning kept him from focusing on the task at hand. Quickly, with video-game-marathoning-honed skills, he shrugged off his denim flaming-bat backpack, just in case he needed something from inside.

      He took his slugger and double-gripped the handle, holding it before him the way a medieval, feudal knight of the highest order would hold out their claymore when faced with a seething mass of godless demons rising from the ground, from the very pits of hell.

      In Jimmy’s mind he looked extremely cool and intimidating and wished he had the spare time to snap a selfie of himself to post to IdiotBook, the latest trendy social media app. He was sure his pic would get upvoted with tons of yeahs. But the dire wolves wouldn’t wait.

      Although they’d completely dominated the two dire wolves not long ago, the ferociousness of the snarls and bloodthirsty growls set him on edge. The coolness he’d felt just nanoseconds ago with his slugger quickly waned. He gave his sidekick a glance.

      Clancy had slipped the string lasso around his bony finger and was warming up by flicking the yo-yo before him. It shimmied in the air before retracting back into his hand. A twig stuck out of the side of his crooked mouth as he spun it out again.

      Although Clancy appeared calm, he couldn’t fool Jimmy’s discerning eyes. Inside Clancy was probably screaming, trying to be cool because he didn’t want to show the hero, Jimmy, his many flaws. Jimmy could understand his sidekick being petrified with fear. It was natural for sidekicks to freeze up in the heat of battle. No one ever said battle was an amusement park ride.

      Just then his cell vibrated.

      Enemies approaching!

      “I got it,” Jimmy said somewhat sarcastically, a little put off that the firefly alien app took so long to notify him. What good was freeware if it—

      An explosion and a gray streaking blur from a nearby thicket knocked Jimmy sideways before he could even finish his thought. He fell backwards to the ground.

      Clancy, still trying to perfect his around-the-world maneuver, was also caught off guard. The yo-yo went astray and tangled around his head. Then it collided with his forehead, which made a hollow clack sound. He also fell to the ground.

      The next thing Jimmy knew was that it was a duel to the death. He stared down the grimacing, angry muzzle and snarling lips of an apex predator. A dire wolf wanting to feed again on human blood.

      Just like in All Dogs Don’t Go To Heaven. Aliens from a parallel dimension infiltrated human society by way of pets. They replaced man’s best friend with alien, other-dimensional four-legged killers.

      And now the Martians in this real world were doing the same. Except these dogs had the swirling green marble eyes. The unmistakable sign of a bloodthirsty alien.

      The plot for All Dogs Don’t Go To Heaven was similar to She’s a Mannequin, Baby, except the Replacements were pets, not humans. Jimmy thought maybe the writer was the same person and just ran short of ideas.

      Two more dire wolves bounded from the hedges, just as ferocious in their own right. They snarled and snapped the air. Spit flew unrestrained. This made three.

      But instead of gunning for Jimmy’s throat, the lead dire wolf scooped up the denim flaming-bat backpack by its straps in its slavering maw, and with what Jimmy could only describe as a cunning dog smile, the wolf bounded away and disappeared into the bushes from whence it came.

      “Hey, our food stash!” Clancy yelled as he fought to untangle himself from the string binding him like an ornery steer lassoed by a no-nonsense fifth-generation cowpuncher.

      “No!” Jimmy exclaimed.

      All the chip power-ups and bottle rockets, explosive bananas, and whatever the Aqua Do hair spray did were gone. Stolen by a dire wolf with sticky paws. Jimmy would have no part of this.

      With a burst of fifth-grade-elementary, never-picked-for-dodgeball rage, Jimmy leaped to his feet. This action immediately got the attention of one of the dire wolves. It turned, its hackles raised, even though Jimmy wasn’t quite sure what a hackle was. But it seemed appropriate at this point.

      The wolf lunged, mouth open, Dijon mustard yellow canine teeth pointed and gnashing.

      Jimmy took a bunting stance and pushed forward. He caught the mangy mutt at the crook of its mouth, knocking out a few teeth along the way. The dire wolf whimpered as it attempted to backpedal. It scratched furiously with its front legs at the old pine jammed in its mouth as it tried getting away.

      The second dire wolf turned and bolted into the woods.

      By now Clancy had finally managed to untangle himself from his yo-yo. He spun it forward, and the green, spinning toy weaved through the dire wolf’s legs, binding them.

      The dire wolf, obviously overwhelmed by Jimmy’s brutal attack, snapped furiously at the string.

      Not giving an ounce of mercy to the alien Replacement animal with a savage bloodlust for backpacking twenty-somethings, Jimmy clutched his slugger handle and brought it down in an arc. Straight on top of the dire wolf’s head.

      The alien burst—but not its guts, which Jimmy was thankful for—into the same green wisps of nothing that smelled like someone cooked roadkill in a ZapMatic microwave.

      After the stink faded, Jimmy dropped on the ground. The fullness of world-saving rested heavily on his lean shoulders.

      “I’ve lost my dog and my backpack,” Jimmy said mournfully. He didn’t care about the increase in skills, which he was sure to get. Or the satisfaction of knocking the alien mutt back into whatever dimension it belonged.

      “Look on the bright side, Naked Jimmy, at least you didn’t lose me,” Clancy stated seriously as he rolled up his string. Then he dug in his ear with his pinkie.

      Jimmy wanted to cry.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            19

          

          

      

    

    







            Den of Thieves

          

        

      

    

    
      As in the words of Blaze Argon in Death Don’t Die IV, who’d just smoked a carful of apprentice mobsters with an RPG he’d stolen back from the Russian mobsters, there’s no turning back now.

      “See it through” was probably what Little Doug would say.

      Despite Jimmy wanting to turn back now, he couldn’t. His dog and denim flaming-bat backpack, and now the world, and very well even the Milky Way, were at stake. All because of his sidekick.

      “Thanks a lot, Clancy,” Jimmy whispered.

      Apparently Jimmy didn’t whisper low enough, and Clancy caught wind of it. He stopped digging in his ear and wiped his pinky on his already disgusting jeans. “You’re welcome,” Clancy responded in a way that said he didn’t know what the thanks was for, but he claimed it anyway.

      Jimmy heard himself whimper like a beaten cat.

      All they had were their clothes on their backs, their alien-bashing weapons, and grim resolve to get the job done. That would have to do, Blaze would’ve told him as he stroked his manly salt-and-pepper five-o’clock shadow. Jimmy could appreciate those with rugged beards. Man or woman.

      He forced himself to his feet. Without his denim flaming-bat backpack and all its alien-firefly magic, he felt like any other eleven-year-old in the woods, carrying his bat over his shoulder. A normal, I’ve got nothing going on kid.

      But no, Jimmy thought. A man does not a backpack make. That phrase sounded wise, like something Dad would read in one of his business books.

      With this new resolve fueling his underdeveloped body, Jimmy squared his cap, the red baseball cap Dad had bought him, on his head.

      Keep clawing out of the barrel and don’t let the other crabs hold you back would’ve been what Dad would tell him at this critical moment in Jimmy’s new alien-invasion world-saving career. An expansion on the seafood business analogy.

      Even though hampered by—as Jimmy estimated—his mediocre, at best, sidekick. Clancy would come around with the right training. Knowing his role as a sidekick was lesson number one.

      “Our White House is gone, but we’re not,” Jimmy said, quoting the phrase made popular by Jeffrey London the Third, an unassuming accountant who was thrust into a Mad Max role to fight off invading robots in a post-apocalyptic America. In White House Blast Zone, he was the only surviving government employee left in Washington after the robots leveled the city with multiple low-yield nukes.

      Clancy stared at him stupidly, his head cocked to the side. “Whaaa… White House?”

      “Never mind,” Jimmy said.

      They continued up the mountain path, weapons ready to deliver swift elementary-school justice.

      And as they went, every nature sound, a surprised squirrel scooting up a tree or birds fighting over a worm in the high branches above, set their nerves on edge. At one point, even leaves rustling in the wind made Jimmy think a legendary mountain monster such as Bigfoot was hot on their trail. Or what if—gulp—it was a family of Bigfoot! Bigfeet!

      Jimmy gulped again and held his slugger tight, wishing he had his incognito glasses.

      Neither of the boys made a sound as they went up the trail. Without a word they went. They didn’t stomp, didn’t snap low-hanging branches. They continued on as silent as mountain ninjas. Jimmy believed they were being so stealthy he could probably hear a frog fart at fifty paces. If frogs farted at all. He was sure Mr. Fuller would know.

      “Do you think there’s Bigfoot here?” Clancy said out loud, breaking the ninja silence.

      Startled, Jimmy nearly had a heart attack as Clancy’s warbling, misshapen voice scattered birds away.

      “Shhh,” Jimmy whispered savagely.

      “Do you think there’s Bigfoot here?” Clancy repeated, not as loud, but still loud.

      It was like Clancy was reading Jimmy’s mind. He gave his sidekick side eye as he pondered if perhaps Clancy had some skeletons in his closet. More like aliens in his closet. Perhaps he’d sold his soul for the uncanny alien ability to read minds.

      Be cool, Jimmy. Paranoia ran away with his mind, his body chasing after.

      “Why, that’s crazy talk. Why do you ask?” With the cunningness of a Vegas card-shark high roller with a gold-nugget ring on each finger, Jimmy played off Clancy’s question. He threw in a chuckle to top it off. His chuckles were getting better.

      Clancy shrugged his scrawny shoulders, which made his pleather jacket sleeves look even shorter. “Dunno. You just look kinda scared, so I figured you were thinking about some mountain legend like Bigfoot, Sasquatch, or yeti. Or the chupacabra.”

      The Vegas card shark needed to double down. “Pfftt. That talk is rubbish. I’m the hero of this story. The protagonist, as people who are literary call it. You probably don’t know that word ’cause you failed lunch in third grade.”

      “Second grade,” Clancy corrected him.

      “Whatever. Point is I can’t be scared. I need to remain in control because the fate of all humanity rests on these shoulders.” Then Jimmy proceeded to tap his shoulders with his bat, in case there was any doubt to which shoulders he was talking about.

      Clancy watched him do this. “All humanity?”

      “All humanity,” Jimmy said, emphasizing all in a voice that he was sure would get deep and rugged any day now.

      “Wow. I guess this is serious. I just thought we were putzing around ’cause there wasn’t much else going on for summer break.”

      Jimmy nearly fell over at that statement.

      More than once Mom or Dad had said having a conversation with Reggie was like wishing for a migraine or dry socket after dental surgery. And just like that Jimmy had the perfect context to completely understand that statement, because his discussion with Clancy was causing that much pain in his soul.

      “Have you forgotten about the mad robot scientist? The pizza rats? Boot Hill!?” Jimmy screamed as he threw up his hands in complete and utter amazement that Clancy would think they were just goofing around to kill time. Had he no understanding of the gravity of their mission? “Have you no idea of the gravity of the situation?” Jimmy asked with an astounded tone.

      Clancy just gave a half-hearted shrug.

      But then, somewhere in the forest and through the woods, barking could be heard.

      “Max!” Jimmy exclaimed, forgetting for the moment his anger. He’d know his best friend’s voice anywhere.

      The dire wolves probably dognapped him. He could only imagine the feral, mangy pack claiming him as one of their own. Most likely forcing poor Max to kill wandering sheep as part of the bloody initiation ritual to become a forced member. Kinda like the local Apple Valley labor unions.

      “We’ve gotta find Max. I’m coming for ya, boy. Hang in there,” Jimmy said, recklessly charging up the mountain path. No longer were chattering squirrels or blowing leaves going to slow him down.

      “Wait up,” Clancy yelled from behind him after hesitating for a few moments.

      It didn’t take long for his sidekick’s long, gangly, uneven strides to catch up to Jimmy’s much shorter legs churning ferociously. But Jimmy set the frantic pace.

      After what seemed like forever, Jimmy slowed. The thin mountain air and the verticalness of the path wore him out quicker than he expected. Even his best friend’s bark, a clear call for Jimmy to help him, wasn’t enough to keep Jimmy from running out of steam.

      Slowing, tiny lungs gasping for another scrap of air, Jimmy sucked in what he could. He turned and looked from where they had begun running. It wasn’t much more than fifty yards.

      “Why are we stopping? You tired?” Clancy asked. He scanned the forest.

      “I’m looking around,” Jimmy replied, not exactly wanting to be forthright with his sidekick. Never let them see you sweat, he remembered Dad saying. Wait. Was that Dad, or some clever commercial marketing ploy? Jimmy couldn’t think straight because of his exhaustion and possible altitude sickness.

      Clancy pointed. “You mean like there?”

      Jimmy turned around to see where his dim sidekick pointed. A path broke away from the main path and wandered off to the left.

      As if to say, “Yes, Jimmy, this is the way,” another bark echoed through the trees. It definitely came from that direction. Jimmy’s Man-Spider senses told him that.

      Reckless once again, Jimmy shot forward, led by the consuming thought of his beloved dog, the only person in the world that Jimmy could confide in. Only Max knew Jimmy’s deep, dark, innermost boy secrets, told in those rare moments of weakness, during those quiet times in the still of the night when dark things tend to get really dark. And one of the worst secrets was Jimmy staying up all night after the mistake of watching Channel 56’s made-straight-for-cable movie Clowns Laugh Last.

      It was half sci-fi, half carnival ride to Hell. And a whole bucketful of maddening clown terror.

      A lonely, recently laid-off circus performer by the stage name of ButtonNose began taking brutal revenge on the tiny out-of-the-way mountain town where he was left stranded. Thanks to his community college degree of electronics with a minor in VCR repair, he was able to turn his clown tools of the trade into people-killing weapons. And no one suspected the man who wore a fake smile.

      But the clown would’ve been suspect number one on Jimmy’s list of probable felons. Everyone knew clowns were evil personified.

      Even just the merest fraction of a thought of this movie sent a cold metal shiver rocketing up his sciatic nerve. But enough of Jimmy reminiscing over movies no kid should have to endure.

      Ahead on the mountain trail, the trees thinned enough so that Jimmy saw a cluster of rocks protruding through the canopy. Some rock wall where trees wouldn’t grow. Were the rocks sedimentary or indigenous?

      Jimmy’s mind flitted to Mr. Fuller’s science class. Rock Week had been a month ago, and they’d gone on a field trip to the quarry next to the city dump. Jimmy had found what he thought was some dinosaur tooth from an apex predator like the T-rex.

      Mr. Fuller said the nugget Jimmy found wasn’t a tooth or fossil at all, but feral scat from some wild animal. A once-domesticated animal that had reverted back to its primal, ferocious self. And now lived in the dump as an unrestrained trash animal.

      On the mountain path they found trash. Rain-soaked Apple Valley Gazette newspapers, crumpled and ripped. Crushed metal cans. Fizz Boom Soda, from the look of the electric yellow label.

      Clancy decided to use one balled-up can as a soccer ball. He wound up his foot and let loose with a haphazardly attempted kick. In Jimmy’s mind, Clancy’s low defense played into his inability to punt.

      Instead of hitting the can, Clancy’s leg swung wildly. His shoe flew off and arced in the air, sailing thirty feet away. But before it hit the dirt, one of the dire wolves leaped from a bush and executed a perfect midair catch. It landed, growled in triumph, then bounded away up the trail to disappear into mountain mist.

      “That was my favorite right shoe,” Clancy yelled as he hobbled after the beast. But he didn’t get very far before hollering in agony. He dropped to the ground, clutching his sock, his big toe sticking out of a hole. “Argh, a rock,” he said through gritted teeth.

      Jimmy wanted to laugh at Clancy’s failed kick and the added shame of having his shoe fling away, compounded by an animal stealing it. But there were more important matters at hand. Playground ribbing would have to wait.

      “There must be something about these dire wolves liking shoes,” Jimmy said in a scholarly voice as he pondered. “Maybe their alien overlords have given them specific instructions to steal footwear. That could cripple a nation.”

      Racing forward, Jimmy approached the rocks he’d seen through the trees. Clancy followed a bit more slowly, hopping on one foot.

      Seeing a large boulder off to the side, Jimmy scooted behind it, then peered from behind like a highly trained sniper scoping out a kill grid, to investigate. And he stared down the black, gaping cave hole. “Yes, I think these are indigenous rocks,” he said.

      Clancy, leaning over and still rubbing his sore foot, looked at the boulder they hid behind. “Don’t you mean igneous?”

      After replying with a derisive huff, Jimmy studied the area a little more.

      He took a quick sniff of the air, making sure to wrinkle his nose as he did. He studied his surroundings like any number of levelheaded double secret agents who’d just arrived in Monte Carlo searching for the international stakes gin rummy game that would lead them to the jewel thief cartel.

      Jimmy smelled trash and wet dog.

      More refuse collected at the cave entrance. Empty bottles, a couple of bent spoons and a plastic spork from the local chicken sandwich chain, What the Cluck!

      “Should we rush in and bash their brains?” Clancy asked as he looped the yo-yo string onto his finger. He had his shoeless foot pulled up underneath him, a pathetic boy imitation of a flamingo.

      Jimmy shook his head pitifully. “Haven’t you seen Fools Russian? Channel 56’s midweek late night feature last week? The Chernobyl grad students who went spelunking after class?”

      Clancy’s face squinted as he looked up at nothing. Then, quite slowly, his face gave a slight sparkle of understanding. A dim, slow sparkle. “Oh, the three-headed monster that lived in a cave and ate the kids.”

      Jimmy nodded. “Right. Chernobyl’s last janitor, nuked into a three-headed monster by all the fallout.”

      “Ha!” Clancy snorted. “Remember when his third arm used that one stupid kid’s ribs as chopsticks? Classic.”

      “Shh…” Jimmy hissed loudly, suddenly aware that probably a million eyes were leering at the two from deep inside the dark, wretched cave. Alien eyes, at that. But what were they to do?

      For what seemed like intensely long minutes, Jimmy studied the entrance. It felt appropriate for him to ball his fist and rest his chin on it as he contemplated. He’d seen a statue like that on a public access network about famous statues.

      The dark was very dark. Like a supernatural, otherworldly dark. Alien, interdimensional darkness. The cold planet (or cold moon, whichever it was) Pluto darkness.

      As his churning mind ground, Jimmy surveyed the area for some idea. A hundred times he’d seen Blaze fashion shanks from such common things as toothbrushes and other household items.

      Improvise or die, Blaze would say before jabbing a sharpened toothbrush handle into the local ruffian’s jugular.

      Just then Jimmy saw, in the refuse of cans and trash and other junk, a length of rope. And as he saw that rope, an idea popped in his head.

      With all the enthusiasm of an Einstein-level mental breakthrough, Jimmy scampered forward on hands and knees to keep clear of any alien eyes peeking from the cave. His thin arm jutted from behind the protective boulder they were hiding behind and snatched the rope from the trash pile. Quickly, movements honed like a homeless child raised by a secret community of part-time monks and full-time assassins, he darted back behind the rock.

      Jimmy examined the length of rope. He didn’t know much about them, but what was there to know about ropes beyond their length? “I’ve got a great idea.” Jimmy snickered as his excellent plan began to come together. He liked it when a plan came together.

      “Really!” Clancy’s dull face could barely contain the enthusiasm. “We gonna jump in there and bash away?” Clancy smacked his yo-yo into his fist for effect. Then he rubbed it on his chin.

      “Close. You’re going to rappel down this rope.”

      Clancy snickered. “You said rappel.” Then his face got serious. “Wait… what’s rappel?”

      “Something cool. Remember Death Don’t Die, the Christmas Special, Part II?”

      Clancy shook his head. “I think I’m Jewish.”

      Good, Jimmy thought as he remembered Blaze’s childhood enemy, the one he’d crossed while volunteering in summer camp, the albino criminal mastermind Larson. Larson had attempted to rappel down a dam only to meet a grisly end when Blaze cut his cord. It was necessary for the greater good.

      Barking echoed from inside the cave. To Jimmy, it sounded like, “Hurry up. These dire wolves are forcing me to kill!” except in Max’s dog voice. Long ago Jimmy had imagined the perfect voice for Max. Similar to Dad’s, but much barkier.

      Jimmy waved for Clancy to follow him as he moved back through the brush. But when Clancy just waved back without doing anything else, Jimmy said in a rough voice, “Come on.” Then Clancy followed.

      They gave the entrance a wide berth and pushed through thorny shrubs and whipping branches. Several times thorns caught on Jimmy’s shirt, and he had to delicately untwist them from putting holes in one of his favorite clothing items. They climbed up a path and made their way above the cave entrance, about fifteen feet above the ground.

      Working the rope like a lifelong career fisherman (or pirate) who knew every kind of knot imaginable, Jimmy secured one end to a scraggly tree overlooking the cave. He never was in the Boy Scouts, so he’d never learned any fancy knot-tying skills. But a knot was a knot, for the most part. He tugged on it to make sure it held, which it did.

      Then he began wrapping the other end around Clancy’s scrawny waist.

      “Ha! That tickles. What’s going on?” Clancy asked as he pushed Jimmy away.

      “Your pleather jacket. Remember the light beams at Boot Hill, your Rainbow Blast.”

      “I prefer to call them burning death rays.”

      “We’re going to use that to startle these feral, rabid dire wolves. Here.” Once finished tying the rope around Clancy’s gangly waist, Jimmy handed him his cell. “Turn the flashlight app on, get your cheap jacket glowing, then rappel down the rock into the entrance.” Jimmy made a swinging motion with his hands.

      “Oh, that’s what rappel means,” Clancy said, about ten minutes late into the conversation.

      Jimmy gave a wicked, world-conquering smile. “They’ll be stupefied when you drop in on ’em. It’ll be great.”

      Even though Clancy nodded as Jimmy laid out his excellent plan, his greasy face didn’t share that same enthusiasm. He wasn’t sold on the idea of being human bait.

      “We’ve all gotta take risks,” Jimmy said, standing a little more upright as he felt the beginnings of a great-moment-in-history speech coming on him. “Sometimes these risks require dangling from a rope before a dark cave with who knows what inside. But it’s a risk I’m willing to take.” The end. Put an exclamation point after the end. Maybe two.

      “Feel better?” Jimmy asked even though he knew the speech alone would compel him to act. Clancy was a sidekick, after all. Not expected to make the tough, complex decisions required of heroes. He was expected to follow orders. Just like the mindless cubicle drones in Dad’s office.

      Still, Clancy shook his head. He fidgeted with the cell, then gave a slight nod that said I’ll do it, but I don’t like it.

      “You’re gonna do just fine,” Jimmy said in a placating, managerial voice. Slightly condescending, but still comforting. He’d heard this tone used by Dad’s boss when they ran into each other at the Gas, Grub, and Go Number 12.

      With a reassuring smile to seal the deal, Jimmy bolted down the rocks back to his hiding spot behind the boulder in front of the cave entrance. He was a puppet master, and his sidekick Clancy would—almost literally—be a cheap, made-in-Japan doll on a string.

      Then, gripping his slugger tightly, Jimmy swallowed hard. He peeked his head over the rocks. Clancy stood above the entrance, the same stupid, unsure look on his face. He still held his shoeless foot off the rock, flamingo-like.

      This is what sidekicks are for, thought Jimmy in Blaze’s voice. Then he gave Clancy an enthusiastic thumbs-up and showed plenty of teeth in one more smile.

      Clancy mimicked Jimmy’s signal, also holding his thumb up. And then he somehow remembered his mission. He turned on the cell flashlight app and held it close to his pleather jacket.

      Then, amazingly, the pleather jacket caught the flashlight app’s LED luminance. Every cheap plastic rhinestone and jewel reflected artificial brilliance. Rainbow beams sprayed from the jacket in every direction. Just like at Boot Hill Cemetery. The plan was actually working.

      This seemed to bring out whatever sliver of bravery remained in Clancy’s weak frame. His normally skulking posture straightened, and his oversized head lifted a little higher. Then he broke out into a ferocious prog rock extended air-guitar solo, with plenty of whammy bar.

      Once finished, he raised his fist, then made a victory sign as he waggled his tongue. Finally, with a savage cry of, “Cowabunga!” he grabbed hold of the rope around his waist and dived off the rock ledge above the cave.

      Dived was probably too generous.

      He attempted to dive, but his sock caught on a jagged piece of rock. He fell through the air sideways. Somehow Clancy managed to twist himself into a question mark shape. Then all the slack left the rope. It grew taut for only a second before it snapped. Unrestrained, Clancy’s writhing body flew into the dark cave.

      “This is for the whole enchilada,” Jimmy said in the same way Little Doug’s temporary traveling companion, Hidalgo, would say before opening the valve of his custom flamethrower in a roomful of brain-munching, lazy-eyed DeadWalkers. The only thing left was smoking undies and ash.

      Jimmy leaped from behind the boulder and charged to the cave, his short legs pedaling like he was on an exercise bike in some new, trendy fitness class taught by a working mom/yoga instructor.

      When he reached the dark cave illuminated by the cheap pleather jacket, Jimmy saw Clancy in the dirt, fighting with the rope that had somehow wrapped around his neck. Nearby, deeper in the cave, a dire wolf recoiled as bright rainbow beams played across its scraggly face. The intense light didn’t destroy it as it did the flesh-eating, grotesque DeadWalkers and DeadWalker pets, but it was enough to back the mangy beast into a cave corner piled high with trash.

      It snarled ferociously as its teeth snapped savagely on open air. It flashed green, swirling eyes. Alien dog eyes.

      But Jimmy, his active boy mind running wild with a hundred horrible initiation rituals the wild pack had imposed on poor Max, rushed forward. In a rare moment of selflessness, he lunged forward, hopping over Clancy, and swung his slugger with every ounce of strength.

      The slugger caught the dire wolf on its side, but with no place for the mangy body to go, it simply absorbed the overwhelming kinetic trauma of the alien-firefly-enhanced weapon. The wretched beast exploded in a cloud of green stink.

      A second dire wolf, seeing its buddy become a smoking hole of stinking green alien putridity, turned and bolted from the cave. It disappeared around a corner.

      “That’s it?” Jimmy stated, as he could hardly believe the battle ended so quickly. His plan had worked. Complete dominance on an epic scale.

      But before he could celebrate with a fist pump or a quick shuffling dance that was sweeping his IdiotBook social media feed, a growl rumbled throughout the cave, stopping Jimmy once again in his tracks.

      It was a growl dug up from the very pits of some nameless, banished, outlawed hell.

      This growl rivaled the hair-raising ululations of the tongueless doglike monsters from the Alpha Centauri System. An out-of-gas traveling sideshow spaceship crashed on Earth, releasing their interstellar zoo exhibits in a sleepy Midwestern town that up until that moment hadn’t even fathomed the thought of alien invasion by way of extraterrestrial circus.

      Detour to Invasion was a go-to classic for Channel 56.

      If the cavernous growl wasn’t enough, a hot, stinky wind blew from somewhere deep inside the darkness. It smelled like the school locker room on a hot July afternoon.

      Jimmy ran to his sidekick, who’d finally untangled himself from the rope. He picked himself up, dusting off his jacket, which by now was losing its glowing brilliance.

      “Did I kick in the dog’s brains?” Clancy asked, as he was obviously stupefied in some way. Probably knocked himself silly with a concussion.

      “There’s something else,” Jimmy whispered cautiously, but still heroically. Images of whoever—or whatever—owned the growl ran through Jimmy’s mind.

      Another low growl emitted from the back of the cave. Some of the pleather jacket’s fading beams illuminated towards the back. As both boys looked into the dark, they were riveted to their spots by what they saw.
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      A giant dire wolf, most likely the grandpa of all dire wolves, crouched at the back of the cave.

      Easily it stood three times as high as the other mangy beasts. Its gray and black fur was in matted clumps. Some road trash was caught in the mats. A bent straw, a What the Cluck! Wednesday lunch special spicy chicken sandwich wrapper. Some bottle caps, too.

      The feral beast’s eyes swirled with green alien malevolence. Its narrow, defined chest heaved as it panted in anger, hunger, or both. Nasty dog breath blew over Jimmy and his sidekick like a sick wind from the west. That was where the sewer plant was located.

      “Love it when… supper’s… delivered,” the dire wolf said in a low, rasping, halting, dog voice. It looked from Jimmy to Clancy, then licked its lips with a blood-red tongue.

      “It thinks we’re food. It wants to eat us like we’re Chinese takeout,” Clancy whispered.

      “Of course it does,” Jimmy said. He had to confess, though, the grandpa wolf’s voice was a lot more intimidating than the voice he’d imagined for Max.

      Before Jimmy could think anything else, Clancy stepped forward and lashed out with his yo-yo. The spinning toy of death extended away from him in a straight line, tethered to his bony finger by the spiderweb-thin string.

      As it approached, the grandpa dire wolf didn’t even attempt to dodge the weapon at all. Instead, he opened his mouth wide. With a bone-crunching snap he clamped down on the yo-yo, breaking the string.

      “Oh crud,” Clancy said as he lifted his hand with the broken string left dangling.

      In a blinding motion the wolf leaped forward and grabbed hold of Clancy’s arm. It shook him savagely in its powerful wolf mouth lined with hundreds of meat-shredding canine teeth. All Clancy could do was scream.

      Jimmy leaped forward with his own weapon, hoping once again the alien-firefly-magic stuff would come through once again. He swung his weapon, and it caught the wolf on its side.

      Amazingly, the grandpa wolf didn’t flinch as it continued rattling Clancy in its mouth like a baby getting its grubby fingers on a new rattle. His sidekick couldn’t do much more than go along for the ride and continue shrieking.

      Again Jimmy hurled himself at the beast, smacking the wolf on its bony foreleg. Finally it slung Clancy away. He landed off to one side, in a three-foot pile of trash. Then on the backswing, the wolf used its long muzzle to ram into Jimmy. He flew backwards and fell hard on his butt. His baseball cap almost slipped off, partially covering his eyes.

      Two hits and the grandpa dire wolf barely even flinched. Right at this moment Jimmy wished he had his denim flaming-bat backpack and the bottle rockets, or Blaze Argon’s custom .50-caliber mini banana-shaped pistol, or even Little Doug’s ancient weapon, a frying pan that did +5 damage against mutated plant-based monsters. Anything would do at this moment.

      “This is for the whole enchilada,” Jimmy said—quoting Hidalgo—as he stood and knocked off the sticky ketchup packets stuck to his bottom. He spun his baseball cap on his head to move the bill to the back, just like all the big-league ballers did when they were about to get serious with a fastball.

      To Jimmy’s bewilderment, as he rotated his red cap Dad had bought him, it began to tingle on his head. Not painful tingle, but odd, like when he’d accidentally used Mom’s industrial hair color shampoo on his tender scalp.

      It felt like the cap was a spring, and as he spun it on his head, it became more tightly wound. Kinda like a tightening spring, but not quite. It reminded him of something.

      Last year Jimmy had attended a two-day summer retreat put on by the local gun club. Junior Deadeyes gave him the first opportunity to handle real iron. Hot lead. A sidearm. The .22 single-shot rifle had felt good in his hands. Like they were meant to be together.

      He was sure he could’ve hit the paper target outline if he had another box of ammo. Ammo was the hip way all the instructors said ammunition.

      As he spun the cap bill on his head, along with the shampoo tingling, he had the distinct notion he was—incredibly—cocking his cap!

      With a tingling head surge of energy, Jimmy double-gripped his slugger. He leaped up with his tiny legs and unloaded a wallop of legendary proportions.

      Jimmy’s superior smash attack caught the grandpa wolf square in the jaw. And it wasn’t a weak or puny blow. This was titan-fart strong. A blow that would be recounted to children and children’s children. Firefly-enhanced devastating otherworldly force.

      Lightning flashed and a kinetic wave rolled across Jimmy’s fingernails.

      His slugger caught grandpa dire wolf in the mouth, knocking out most of its teeth. They flew across the cave like tossed pebbles. The wolf’s head recoiled and it bellowed in miserable pain. Hot wind and blood poured from its wrecked mouth. It became unsteady on its pads.

      Jimmy noticed when he delivered the crushing blow, his cap spun partly around so that the bill was sideways, over his left ear. If this was the case, then Jimmy reasoned he had one more powered-up good shot left.

      Taking the advantage, Jimmy dashed forward. Sweaty hands holding the tape-wrapped handle, he brought it around, turning like in a whirlwind.

      The second blow obliterated the wolf, catching it just behind its left ear. Alien wolf neck bones cracked, and the large beast shuddered one last miserable time before plopping onto its side.

      Grandpa dire wolf kicked its mangy legs for a moment before exploding in a heaving pile of wet and shimmering green guts, which then quickly turned into clouds smelling of burnt hair and Spam. This dog would “play dead” forever.

      With that last blow Jimmy’s cap spun the rest of the way around so that it now faced forward again. The tingling was gone. Jimmy knew the cap had gone back to completely normal boy apparel.

      A wisp of smoke drifted from his slugger, like in the westerns when smoke would pour from a peacekeeper pistol after the former sheriff now bounty hunter unloaded it into the resident horse thief.

      Just one celebratory fist pump in the air wouldn’t do. He did several, then danced like there was no tomorrow. But then he cut it short as he thought of his best friend.

      “Max, where are you?” Jimmy called out in the dark cave. His voice, echoing off the walls, reminded him of the echoing lonely ghosts that set up a bistro next to the cemetery in Little Doug’s hometown. They gave military discounts.

      “Max!” Jimmy exclaimed as Max responded with a relieved bark.

      Blindly stumbling through the cave, Jimmy followed his barks.

      Fortunately, as the pleather jacket light faded, his eyes went to night mode. He could see darker piles of trash, but couldn’t make out the details. Stumbling, he made his way to his dog.

      Max was curled up at the back of the cave, in a corner. With tears of joy Jimmy dropped to his knees and hugged Max’s fluffy neck.

      “What’d they do to you, boy?” he cried out.

      His dog had a bone in his mouth, something like a femur, which Jimmy knocked out of his mouth. “This is horrible. What is it? The leg bone of your latest victim? It’s okay, the dire wolves made you do it. You’re not responsible for your killing binge. You’re not responsible for your bloodlust.”

      A miserable groan resounded across the cave. Clancy!

      Max stood, shook, then began a slow walk towards the miserable groan. Jimmy popped back to his feet and, seeing that Max had heroically survived being dognapped, ran over trash heaps to the moan.

      He stopped on a pile of newspapers and crushed cartons, but didn’t see Clancy.

      “Where are you?” Jimmy yelled.

      Another moan from the next garbage pile over.

      Jimmy dived in like an urban raccoon finding an undiscovered dumpster around the corner. He flung aside refuse such as rotten banana peels and found a jacket sleeve. Pleather. Clancy!

      He shoved away Apple Valley refuse and uncovered Clancy’s pathetic self covered under mounds of trash.

      “Ooohhh… this is truly the end for me,” Clancy moaned in complete and utter despair of life or living.

      Jimmy grabbed the scruff of Clancy’s neck and, with not much delicacy, dragged his body from the trash pile to a relatively clear portion of floor. Max waddled up next to Clancy, then found something more interesting on the ground and started chewing it.

      Jimmy squinted to see his sidekick. “I can’t see well. Did the grandpa wolf bite your arm off? Do you have a severed stump? We can make you a trash hook from a coat hanger.”

      “No doubt I suffered some traumatic injury,” Clancy continued weakly. “I think my lungs are broken,” he rasped as he pawed at his right arm. Although the light was faint in the cave, it was enough for Jimmy to see Clancy wave his arm, minus a hand.

      “Oh no,” Jimmy exclaimed as he grabbed the pleather jacket sleeve. But inside the short sleeve, he found Clancy’s hand tucked away.

      “No joke, I can see the pearly gates,” Clancy continued. “Give it to me straight, Naked Jimmy. Are we in Heaven? I expected it to be tidier than this.”

      Jimmy sighed. “You’re not dead. I don’t think the grandpa dire wolf bit through your jacket,” he said as he dropped Clancy’s arm. “I guess pleather’s stronger than I thought. By the way, did you see my awesome slugger strikes? My cap—” He ripped it off his head and lovingly squeezed it. “I discovered its special power. It gives me man-crushing strikes.”

      Clancy replied sickly, “All I remember is I knocked the living daylights out of the big wolf, and the big wolf clamped onto me. We were locked in a checkers game of death. Looks like I survived. But barely. By the way, I think you’re wrong. Probably fear made you think you hit the dog. You probably passed out from fear.”

      “What!” Jimmy sputtered. “How could you say that?”

      Clancy shook his head. “That’s not important. The point is we defeated the enemy. Me and you.” He took a moment to convulse. “Sorry, my pancreas is going kaput. Naked Jimmy, get me a cool cup of water, will you?” Clancy whispered this as he attempted to raise himself from the ground. He shuddered and fell back onto a crushed cardboard box, which now served as a triage cot. “I’m thirsty. And find my right shoe. I don’t want to leave this world wearing only one shoe.”

      Nonplused by Clancy’s idiotic statement, Jimmy changed the subject. “I’ll get you an El Muncho chip once I find my denim flaming-bat backpack. Where’s my cell? I can’t see squat.”

      As if his cell was sitting on the sidelines patiently waiting to be noticed, it began buzzing, and the notification chime began chiming. The tiny screen lit, showing Jimmy exactly where it was, only a few feet away. A nearby shriveled and black banana peel cast the shadow of an angry octopus on the cave wall.

      Jimmy quickly knee-crawled over to his cell and checked it. The notification read,

      Enemy defeated! Congrats on completing the side quest. You wasted a half day and got to kill a big dog. [Dog icon]

      Another notification replaced the first.

      And way to work as a team. You rock! [Thumbs-up icon]

      A side quest, thought Jimmy. Hours spent tracking down the retro gardener’s stolen sandal. Losing the backpack and Max getting dognapped, to boot. Was it worth it all?

      But, Jimmy decided as he thought through this all, he did learn the use of his super rad cap, the man-crushing ability. So maybe this side quest wasn’t a complete waste.

      With his flashlight app he searched the cave with all the scrutiny of an Argentinian miner searching for his misplaced pickaxe.

      What Jimmy found were piles of trash. Flattened cardboard boxes, dirty diapers (ack!), empty El Muncho chip bags, broken bottles of root beer. The dire wolves’ carbon footprint was incredible.

      Then Jimmy saw a sight that made him cry—almost. His denim flaming-bat backpack.

      He raced over to his backpack and scooped it up in his sweaty hands. Easily he slid it over his shoulders and was rewarded by the comfort of denim pressed into his back. It felt like sitting in his favorite spot on the couch or slipping on his favorite underwear.

      Immediately he thrust his hands into his backpack, as he’d already done a billion times before, and sure enough, his hand emerged with what he simply thought of in his mind. In this case, the bag of nacho cheese El Munchos. He loved alien-firefly magic.

      Moving back to Clancy, he held out a handful of crushed chips. “Instant health,” he said.

      “It’s too late for me,” Clancy whispered. “Give my share to your mutt. Did you find my shoe?” The whistling snot sound in Clancy’s nose slowed, maybe even weakened.

      Like last time when Clancy swore the pizza rats had given him bubonic plague, Jimmy found himself being some type of poor man’s nursemaid, feeding him. He shoved the handful of broken chips into Clancy’s bucktoothed face.

      Then he took one and ate it as he searched the ground for Clancy’s stolen shoe.

      Immediately the nacho cheese chip worked its strange alien power. It refreshed and rejuvenated Jimmy. He felt rested, and his muscles felt strong.

      If he was asked to come up with a marketing slogan for the chips, he’d probably say Refreshing and Rejuvenating. That sounded like a million-dollar tagline to him.

      As he searched the trash, even his eyes seemed to see better in the darkened cave. In a matter of two minutes he saw what he thought was Clancy’s stolen shoe. A dirty Sam T. Man Jam Slam wooden court high top in the ugliest shade of robin’s egg blue. Last year’s model. Except this was a left shoe. Next to it he found a couple of sandals. One was as ragtag as the other. Both seemed pretty close to the gardener’s sandal. He grabbed them both and returned to where he’d left Max and Clancy.

      “My shoe,” Clancy said as he saw what Jimmy held. He bolted upright.

      “But it’s a left shoe,” Jimmy said as he handed it over.

      Clancy took it and scrutinized it, flipping it in his hands. His thin-lipped mouth twisted as his mind struggled to comprehend something. He held up his left foot and placed the shoe next to it.

      “Oh, that makes sense,” Clancy said to himself. “No wonder my feet have been aching.” He removed the shoe he wore on his left foot and put it on his right. Then he put on the second and laced it up.

      “Better,” he said as he stood and tried out his shoes now that they were on the correct feet. “Where’s my yo-yo?”

      “The dire wolf swallowed it,” Jimmy said as he moved to where it had met its sorry end. He used his own Cool Runner tennis shoe (this year’s model) to push some trash aside.

      Clancy said, “Don’t you mean ‘you hit it so hard your yo-yo stuck in its head’?”

      “Not at all.” Right then Jimmy had the same uneasy feeling wash over him that he’d had earlier. To quote a song he’d heard play on the local radio station, KWAM!, he had an unpeaceful, uneasy feeling.

      Was Clancy honestly stupid like Jimmy had always thought, or was it a clever ploy to undermine Jimmy’s emerging hero status?

      He stared at his archnemesis sidekick as he contemplated this serious matter. The situation was quite similar to Little Doug when he discovered the disgruntled palace guard who joined his party to help vanquish the evil king was, in fact, just pretending to be disgruntled.

      Only during a hot battle with a mecha dragon did the palace guard show his true colors as he tried to run Little Doug through with his rusty short sword.

      Is that what it would take, a vicious no-holds-barred, every-man-for-himself, end-of-chapter battle royale for Clancy to show his cards? To play his hand?

      Jimmy heard his questionable sidekick laugh from across the cave.

      He held up an object he’d pulled from the trash. “Ha! It’s a flyswatter. But look, it’s got a hand-shaped fly-crushing end. Did you hear me? A. Hand-shaped. End!”

      Then he giggled and mumbled something else Jimmy didn’t care to hear.

      Instead he stroked his chin, where he knew one day would be a magnificent beard, as he studied Clancy standing on a pile of trash, ferociously swatting the air with a trash flyswatter.

      Is he truly stupid, or just acting stupid? Jimmy’s eyes narrowed as he studied Clancy with all the diligence of a space prosecutor cross-examining a rogue alien privateer plundering the space shipping channels of booty.

      Then he laughed at the word booty.
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      Turned out Jimmy’s devastating slugger strikes were called Nuclear Smashes, according to his updated stat sheet. His résumé. He was completely satisfied with the name, thankful it didn’t sound like a new sno-cone flavor.

      He was so jazzed that he’d received such a massive superpower, he didn’t even mind that none of his other stats increased. Smiling like he got the last Big Chunkie ice-cream bar in the lunchroom, he tucked his notebook into his backpack. Sadly, the same couldn’t be said for Clancy.

      He didn’t get any upgrades on his résumé. Surely Clancy was bitter about that, but instead of showing any kid rage, he shrugged and handed the paper back to Jimmy before continuing to play with the orange plastic flyswatter he’d found in the dire wolf lair.

      Pausing as he thought this, Jimmy nodded in approval at the term dire wolf lair.

      Smug in his role as hero of the story, he started humming a modified version of his world-traveling tune as they descended the mountain. He changed it up a bit for traveling through forests. Forest-traveling music.

      The thought of them spending most of the day completing a side quest didn’t bother Jimmy too much, either.

      “According to video games, a side quest is completed for an item or ability, but otherwise shouldn’t impact the game in any way.” Jimmy said this in a rigid, professorial type of voice that commanded attention. This nugget of information would definitely make it into his memoirs as another rule.

      Clancy stopped from where he was leading the group back down the mountain trail to the retro gardener. He lowered his flyswatter. “Did you say something?” Then he went back to playing with the swatter.

      “All I’m saying is this wasn’t necessary,” Jimmy said. “So you forcing us on this side quest wasted precious time. The world’s at stake, you know. I would’ve discovered my awesome smash power here or somewhere else. It was inevitable, like using the bathroom.”

      Clancy didn’t answer, or even pay any attention, but was giggling as he pressed the flyswatter against his face. He took it away, leaving tiny crosshatch indentations.

      Jimmy snatched it from his hand and shoved it in his backpack. “Come on,” he said and plodded down the mountain trail ahead of his sidekick.

      A little later, they reached the bottom of the trail. And sure enough, the gardener was still there, leaning against a tree. He held an odd cigarette and was amusing himself by letting small choo train puffs of smoke escape from the corner of his mouth.

      As they approached, Jimmy could see their reflection in his bug-eye mirrored shades. Only when they reached a couple of feet in front of him did he finally notice them.

      “Whoa! Hey, little hombres, don’t creep up on me like that. I ain’t no commie sympathizer that needs spying on by big government.”

      Jimmy took the weathered sandal that most closely matched the one he wore, curled at the ends, a big-toe outline permanently impressed into the sole, and offered it to the gardener.

      “Here’s your sandal. We had to beat the snot out of a den of dire wolves to get it back.”

      The gardener stripped the ember from his cigarette with his fingertips, then tucked what remained of it in his shirt pocket. He lifted his shades just enough to see under the lenses. “That’s heavy, man. All nature is our brother. We’re nature’s sister and father.” He wove his fingers together. “We’re all part of this life together, man. Sandal or no sandal. Free the seals!” he shouted as he held up an emaciated vegan arm with a bone-thin fist.

      It had been a long day, and despite the refreshing and rejuvenating El Muncho nacho cheese chip, Jimmy was feeling a little tired of it all. “Do you want the shoe or not?”

      Despite his anti-killing crusade, the gardener took the sandal and promptly slipped it on his foot. He wiggled his toes like they were excited for the reunion. Apparently his ethics had a limit.

      “Here, hombres, this is a little something for rescuing my footwear.” The gardener unloosed a bandana covered in tie-dyed numbers from around his scruffy neck and handed it to Jimmy.

      “Word of advice, little revolutionaries, if you want to bypass the illegal police checkpoint harassing innocent travelers in some big-government oppressive power grab, there’s a sewer that runs underneath the tunnel. No doubt many native plants and owls were displaced building it.”

      “Gee, thanks,” Jimmy said sarcastically and dispassionately. He knew the reward from a side quest was a crapshoot. Possibly helpful, possibly just extra baggage.

      He inspected the gift, the tie-dyed numbers bandana. It smelled like neck sweat. Slightly disgusted, Jimmy crammed it into his backpack. “We’ve gotta go. Come on, Max.”

      Jimmy didn’t wait for the gardener or even Clancy to respond. He headed back towards the road that led to the tunnel that led to Orange Valley. There were matters that needed tending.

      This world won’t save itself. Someone with a gun, a buff trigger finger, and the no-nonsense guts to get it done would have to step in. That was what Blaze said in Death Don’t Die II before tossing the unconscious suicide bomber back into the Middle East terrorist custom pleasure yacht then shooting his bomb vest. Blaze lit his cigar off the burning hull and quipped about being late for dinner. Classic Blaze.

      From behind Jimmy, he felt uncomfortable warm breath on his shoulder and smelled salami. He heard a nasal, phlegmy sound. Whistling snot. “Can I wear that wicked bandana? It would be so killer with my stage outfit,” Clancy said, so close he was practically standing on Jimmy’s shoulder.

      Jimmy slowed up enough to put a good four feet between the two. “We need to hurry before it gets dark,” he offered, not wanting to get caught up in any more of Clancy’s goofiness. The last thing they needed was another side-quest distraction and Tom Foolery, whoever that was.

      “Well, what about the flyswatter?” Clancy offered in response. “A hand for swatting flies. That’s epic.”

      Jimmy wanted to get upset with his sidekick, but really, he couldn’t. If anything, he figured Clancy had been deprived at some point in his long, unhappy life. Describing a flyswatter as epic proved he’d suffered some childhood tragedy.

      Instead of chewing out Clancy, Jimmy saved his words and simply ignored him.

      When they cleared the trees on the hillside, they were overlooking the mountain tunnel that connected Apple Valley to Orange Valley. Jimmy ducked behind a tree. Max was continuing on, but Jimmy grabbed hold of his collar, holding him in place. He was sure his faithful dog was ready to charge through the blockade.

      Police cars were still there in a blatant heavy-handed authoritarian display. Red and blue lights flashed like fireworks going off over a cheap dollar-store-parking-lot budget carnival.

      They tried to go over the mountain but got lost, then ended up on a side quest that got them nowhere. As far as Jimmy knew, this was the only way.

      The situation reminded him of Good Cop, Bad Cop, Zombie Cop. In it, Earth passed through a toxic comet tail teeming with alien bacteria. An interstellar petri dish experiment. The bacteria infected America’s finest, transforming them into ticket-writing zombies. They roadblocked every street, and their ridiculous fines plunged the world into a global recession.

      Jimmy said, “You never know what parasite might have wormed their way into those cops’ brains. It could very well be the enemy is using their powers of law enforcement for evil. We need to steer clear of them at any expense.”

      Just then Clancy stepped from behind the tree. “I wanna see.” Unfortunately, because of the approaching night, his right shoe (now on his proper foot) stuck in a root. He slipped out of his shoe and fell forward. With a cry of, “I forgot to tie it!” he tumbled and rolled down the sloped hillside… straight towards the police roadblock!

      Then Jimmy realized this was the perfect moment for him and Max to make a clean getaway from Clancy. He would be arrested after getting roughed up a bit, then hauled off to the slammer. Jimmy could be done with his archnemesis slash unasked for sidekick.

      In the space of a hummingbird heartbeat, Jimmy had an electric surge of excitement race through his capillaries.

      “Rid of Clancy Barf-olomew once and for all,” Jimmy mused as he rubbed Max’s furry head.

      But then he remembered the hard-fought battles against the enemy and its legions of green, swirly-eyed minions and robots. They had arrived to do one thing, kill the humans! Or worse, eat them!

      Despite everything else, Clancy was a sidekick. And true heroes never leave their sidekicks in a lurch. It would be unheroic.

      “Crud,” Jimmy said as he watched Clancy roll down the hill, heading for the police blockade.

      “Let’s ride, Max,” Jimmy hollered heroically as he bolted down the hill, following his tumbling sidekick.

      Max began to slowly follow but almost immediately stopped. He sat on his butt and then scratched behind one ear.
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      As Jimmy chased Clancy down the hill, he felt like a small-time petty thief trying to outrun a five-year deputy sheriff who’d served one tour in the military and now felt like he had the skills of a trained killer, a tip-of-the-spear warrior. Or something like that.

      Clancy’s gangly body kicked up a tumult of dirt, mud, pebbles, and small branches by his thrashing, rolling body as he tumbled. He finally came to a sliding stop in loose gravel at the bottom of the hill where the road shoulder flattened.

      Jimmy, barreling forward because of downhill momentum and gravity, had to dig in his heels to come to a grinding stop just shy of running his sidekick over.

      Clancy lay motionless, his body not moving. A dull groan could be heard.

      Jimmy had become so tunnel-focused on reaching Clancy that he didn’t realize how close he was to Apple Valley’s finest. Mere feet away from a guy who looked like someone taught a bulldog to walk on its hind legs and dress in blue.

      In Deputy Destroyer, an up-and-coming scientist wanting to flex her scholarly mind for cheap fame tricked her ex-boyfriend into stepping inside a person-sized test tube. She bombarded his cells with molecular radiation.

      A week later he grew to monstrous horse-steroid proportions and became Deputy Destroyer, the law. Breaking heads when needed.

      The scientist, jealous of her ex’s sudden fame and multiple late night talk show appearances, became his archenemy. A local reporter labeled her as Jilted Julia, which added to her hatred.

      The flatfoot Jimmy almost ran into was about the same size as Deputy Destroyer. He was so close Jimmy thought he could smell the powdered sugar on his fingertips from the countless donuts he’d put down in his ten years of unfulfilling civic duty.

      “What in the… It’s raining delinquents,” the policeman said in a thick, mega-boost protein voice as his hand automatically went to his pistol while his other went to his baton. No doubt that baton was worn with many delinquents’ heads bashed in, and probably a few innocent bystanders caught in the crossfire.

      A couple other officers were close to the tunnel entrance. Guns were drawn and they stared into the blocked-off tunnel. A handful of others stood around, chatting. Warm cups of coffee steamed in their hands. Jimmy thought he smelled glazed donuts.

      The big policeman said, “What’re you kids doing out here in the middle of nowhere at night, alone? You weren’t stashing a body, were you?”

      Despite Jimmy’s innocence, his face still flushed and he wanted to run away. Authority figures were always intimidating. But countless times he’d seen outlaws try to run away, only to find themselves tired and arrested. What would his defense be, I ran because I was scared?

      That wouldn’t fly. He’d heard that line a billion times on midnight ride-alongs in countless first-responder series. No, playing it cool would save the day.

      Be cool, Jimmy. That was exactly what he’d do.

      The policeman eyed him suspiciously, the way he probably eyed perps who were caught holding up a southside convenience store. He asked, “Some type of family spat? You were trying to push your older brother over a cliff so he’d plummet to his death and you could get the bedroom to yourself? You want the top bunk, huh?”

      Jimmy recoiled once again at the notion he and Clancy—squirming in the dirt like a dry and rotting worm—were brothers. The thought made his lower intestine quiver in repulsion.

      “We’re not brothers,” he said, the hot fury of unbridled anger replacing his fear of authoritative figures. “Not even close.” He considered stamping his foot to get his point across but reconsidered, as it might be seen as hostile or resisting arrest.

      The bulldog-looking policeman hooked his sausage fingers in his police-officer hi-tech bulletproof vest. His short crew cut dipped as his neckless, meaty head bobbed with police chuckles. He’d probably developed it over an arduous life spent on the front lines of lawlessness.

      Then the bulldog policeman laughed again, but it was more like in disbelief. “Come on, kid, who are you kidding? I’ve gone to extra night school classes to learn to ferret out liars. You two are practically twins.”

      Just then his radio squawked and he held up a finger commandingly. He pressed his mike and turned his head to listen. Jimmy couldn’t make out what was being said because of static. Bulldog policeman said affirmative and added a few numbers. Cop lingo.

      “That was Sarge,” bull neck said. “There’s some strange things going on in there. Scary things. Like ghosts of zombies or something.” He pointed to the tunnel. “Of course I’m tough and laugh at peril.” Then he paused and gave a hearty, forced laugh. “But for babies like you, it would probably scar you for life. Maybe even give you a heart attack. This isn’t a place for babies with underdeveloped constitutions.”

      At that moment a pair of headlights came along the two-lane roadway leading up to the mountain tunnel. The vehicle sounded faintly familiar. Jimmy didn’t have enough innate mechanical knowledge to know if he’d heard it before. Instead, he squinted and turned his head away. Tire brakes squealed as the vehicle came to a stop a little ways off.

      A figure stepped from the vehicle and walked around it, backlit by the headlights so that it appeared as a mysterious silhouette. Jimmy’s Man-Spider senses made the hair on his arms stand at attention. Some inner voice, most likely the unquantifiable inner ninja skill he’d begun to master as a child, told him it was time to beat feet out of there.

      And the idea percolating in his ninja mind meant he had to play along with Mr. CrossFit King.

      “Probably, sir,” Jimmy acknowledged, which left a nasty taste in his mouth. Much like roasted Brussels sprouts dipped in goat cheese. “We’ll be moving along now, sir.” He bent down to Clancy, who still wriggled in the dirt like a landlocked carp.

      “Come on, we gotta move,” Jimmy said in a harsh whisper so the mysterious figure couldn’t hear, as he shook Clancy’s shoulder. For a second he thought he heard dog barks.

      Clancy turned his head and spit out a mouthful of dirt. “What… Where’s my shoe? My foot’s cold.”

      “No time. I’ll explain later. Just get up.”

      “I smell donuts. I’m hungry. Give me a chip,” Clancy said as he smacked muddy lips.

      Jimmy knew Clancy needed a firm dose of reality. Similar to slapping a babbling fool. Except Jimmy wouldn’t do anything physical, not with Johnny Law breathing down his neck. It was a sure bet he’d get hauled in for domestic abuse or some trumped-up charge like that.

      No, to shock Clancy back into reality, Jimmy needed drastic measures. Something psychological, like the uncanny telepathic skills yellow-haired Lucy Strangewater used.

      In Jimmy’s unofficial video game rule book, the one he planned on penning once he was so old his farts were dust, a big video game rule would be that every adventure party needed a physically weak but strong magic user. In the case of Lucy Strangewater, she didn’t run on something as dated as unquantifiable magic, but a more advanced technology: earthenware jugs of blue mana.

      Lucy lived down the street from Little Doug, and he’d learned his unassuming neighbor’s quiet secret when battling a second-level boss, a bile-spitting mutant were-hamster.

      He was on the ropes, about to have his clock cleaned, when she arrived and unleashed a devastating psychic attack that withered the mini boss hamster like the giant hairball it was.

      She joined Little Doug’s party and became the token strong-psychic, low-strength character. Not good in hand-to-hand, but devastating at a distance. Her intelligence started at 15.

      Anyway, he needed to use psychology like Lucy used her mysterious psychic powers. Jimmy figured with his Cleverness ability of 5 that was more than enough to psychologically manipulate his sidekick like a weak-kneed one-celled amoeba.

      “Clancy, I’ve got the flyswatter. Remember the big hand that crushes flies?” Jimmy said.

      From the ground, Clancy chuckled as he stirred. Slowly he pulled his miserable self up.

      The steroid-enhanced cop’s radio squelched again. He cocked his head to the side as he listened. He responded in cop-speak. “Roger, twenty-one. I’ve eleven eighty-sixed the nine oh ones. Copy? Three oh two in twenty-five.” When he finished, he glanced to the odd figure silhouetted by the vehicle.

      He looked back at Jimmy; then his eyes drifted down to Max, who’d been sitting next to Clancy, drooling. Max was drooling, not Clancy.

      “You have papers for that mutt?” Rent-a-cop said as he gave Max a cold, jaded public-servant stare.

      And Jimmy knew that they were gunning for his dog. The mysterious figure was none other than the dogcatcher!

      “Come on!” Jimmy yelled as he yanked Clancy to his feet. Next he grabbed Max’s collar. He bolted away with his team in the opposite direction of the dogcatcher.

      They raced by three other cops who stood next to their police cruisers as they delicately sipped hot coffee. They held donuts while laughing as one cop told about her recent DUI stop. Seeing Jimmy and his crew rush by, they attempted to set their drinks and food on their hoods but took extra care not to spill anything. This gave Jimmy valuable seconds to put distance between them.

      And just like Jimmy’s earlier notion of how this would go, it ended as he expected, running from the cops. Why’d I run? Because you were chasing me, said every hoodlum running from the law ever.

      They scrambled wildly along the road like their very lives depended on it. Which was most likely the case. Jimmy thought he heard rabid animals chasing them.

      “Stop, miscreants!” the muscle-bound flatfoot yelled as he lumbered after them. “I’ve got a Taser, a twitchy trigger finger, and a lazy left eye.”

      “I think I got a concussion or a subdermal contusion or something,” Clancy said as he hobbled along, his one shoe making him limp like he had a flat tire. “I hear animals. Are we at a petting zoo? I hope they have goats. They make me laugh when they bump heads.”

      Jimmy shook his head. “We’re not at a zoo. It’s the dogcatcher with a truck chock-full of a hellish alien menagerie with swirly green eyes. And they’re gunning for Max. Now run!”

      On some dog level (which Jimmy always knew was the case) his best friend obviously understood the dreadful circumstance facing them. Despite Max’s seventy people years in age, he ran alongside his young owner, keeping pace.

      Jimmy and Clancy hurtled down the road, chased by overdeveloped police and a mysterious dogcatcher.

      Suddenly, Max broke away from the group, kicking up his dog heels in a surprising burst of speed. This spurred Jimmy on. Possibly even breaking Quick-Boy’s land speed record.

      Max pulled away from the boys, and after gaining several yards, he came to a stop near the road’s shoulder.

      “Why’d you stop?” Jimmy called out. Max didn’t answer but only pawed at the ground.

      When the boys approached, they saw Max wasn’t pawing at the ground at all, but a storm drain clogged with crunchy leaves, moldy branches, and collected road trash.

      And in an instant Jimmy remembered the gardener’s tip on how to get across the mountain tunnel to Orange Valley. Through the sewers.

      Once again, Jimmy’s cleverness came through in a pinch. He wouldn’t be surprised if that alone didn’t bump up his Cleverness ability to 6 or 7.

      Then, before Jimmy could say what he thought, Clancy snapped his fingers and followed that by holding up a hand with a finger pointed upwards. His typically dull eyes lit with some sudden comprehension. “Hey, didn’t that retro guy say to go to the sewers? That’s our ticket out of here.”

      Jimmy scowled at the idea Clancy remembered what the gardener had said. Clearly, his eyes focusing on the drain had clued in his sidekick to his thoughts.

      But there would be time for quibbling over who remembered this first at some other time. The wild, alien animals were nearing, and the bull-neck cop spouting numbers in cop lingo was approaching fast.

      “Get into the sewer,” Jimmy commanded Clancy.

      Clancy stared at it quizzically. “Kinda dark in there,” he said, somewhat hesitant.

      Jimmy grabbed Clancy by the scruff of his pleather jacket and slapped him across the face. Hopefully that smack would drag him back to reality. If not, it felt pretty good to do it anyway. “Get in the sewer!”

      Then he pushed Clancy off balance. The kid hit the road while simultaneously slithering forward. And in an instant the drain darkness swallowed him up.

      Max began to back away, but Jimmy, filled with eleven-year-old dread as he imagined him and his best friend getting ripped apart by hundreds of alien beasts not up to date on their heartworm pills, grabbed hold of his Labrador’s fluffy butt and pushed him forward. His dog dug in his heels, but fear gave Jimmy incredible, near superhuman strength.

      Finally, Max gave in and low-crawled into the drain, disappearing.

      With one last look back, Jimmy stopped, dropped, and rolled himself into the storm drain.

      He dropped a few feet and landed on soft ground, something like smelly mud mixed with rubbish. It was mostly dark, but enough light crept in from the grate overhead for him to see Clancy and Max huddled together against a wall. Jimmy crawled over to them.

      As they clustered together, shivering from whatever filth they’d landed in, they could hear the trample of feet come from above, outside the drain.

      Trapped!

      Just like Brandon Page, the former district six representative who was accused of taking bribes and was forced to become a fledgling detective to clear his name in Framed by Martians. The alien invaders knew the best way to undermine the American public was to slander public figures.

      On his journey to uncover the interstellar plot against him, Brandon had been trapped in a sewer. Much like this one. He survived by eating tree squirrels that would slip through the grates. Jimmy hoped it wouldn’t come to that. He’d always thought squirrel would taste gamey.

      “… that’s a big seven. You going to execute sixty-six?” a female police voice from above said. The same one that had been telling the DUI story.

      “Look at these guns,” the muscle-bound cop said. “You think I can fit through there? I’d be forty-eight to the ninth.”

      The lady cop said, “Remember yesterday that creepy girl, the seven oh two? She darted into the sewers to get away. Must be some crazy kid cult down there. A definite eighty-one.”

      “Then you can eighty-six me. I’m definitely not going down there. Kid cults are bad.”

      The lady cop popped her flashlight/felon-bashing baton and swung it downward. The shadow playing across the sewer grating danced across the tunnel wall like a dancing grate shadow. “Mr. Moon said those were the kids he was looking for. They must be an eighteen or a thirty-two. Whaddya think?”

      “I think I’m gonna twelve a protein donut. He can find that cult if he wants. I only get minimum wage.”

      The two voices faded in the distance.

      “Wow,” Clancy said.

      “I know, right. That was scary,” Jimmy said as he shook his head in disbelief the way Brandon did when he found out it was aliens that trashed his house, not his ex. A near miss with the cops.

      Clancy said, “Scary’s right. I didn’t know they only get minimum wage.”

      “I don’t think we’re talking about the same thing,” Jimmy said as he pulled off soggy leaves stuck in Max’s fur. “Not the same thing at all.”
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      The sewer that the storm drain led to was damp, musty, slimy, dark, and echoey. Every word, breath, or burp bounced off damp walls, muffled like they were talking through a toilet paper roll.

      The sewer was like any other sewer in any number of post-apocalyptic movies. A circular tunnel about ten feet high. Water inches deep in a narrow channel running down the center, full of poo or whatever storm drains carry. Trash, leaves, paper, possibly even dropped cell phones and pocket change.

      This was the type of place a ragged band of young adults who wanted to thumb their nose at law every chance they got would find themselves. One of them who just hit twenty-one would supply the booze. He/she would be the life of the party.

      Every noise, water drop or tiny animal scuttle set Jimmy’s nerves on edge. Instead of focusing on what types of wild monsters lived in this underworld of doom, Jimmy tried to figure out which way to go.

      “So what do you make of the creepy girl those flatfoots were talking about?” Clancy said as he rubbed his hands across the smooth brick walls.

      Jimmy didn’t want to think of the creepy girl or the even creepier Mr. Moon. With that name, no doubt some type of criminal mastermind. Probably working in cahoots with the aliens to destroy mankind.

      And just what, Jimmy wondered, would make a red-blooded American sell out his country?

      Perhaps a war vet bitter because they had been left for dead on the battlefield? Or a person who scrimped and saved their whole life to open up a local coffee bar, only to have it grabbed by big government in a decades-long eminent domain case. A life’s work trampled underneath another piece of new interstate.

      “We need to figure out which way to go. Which way to Orange Valley,” Jimmy said.

      Clancy said, “What if we run into a clown down here in the sewers? Wouldn’t that be scary? What if there was a kid cult led by a former circus performer turned kid cult CEO?”

      That statement shook Jimmy’s internal organs to the core. “Why would you say that? Why talk about clowns at all?” His voice sounded extra high-pitched, even though he was whispering.

      Even in the partial dark he could hear Clancy’s pleather jacket rustle as he shrugged. “Dunno. Just thought it would be scary.”

      “That’s beyond scary. That’s ancient evil. I think we need to go this way.”

      Jimmy really didn’t know which way to go. But the way he saw it, it was pretty much a fifty-fifty crapshoot. So he chose to go right since he was right-handed.

      As they did, the gloom became thick. Condensation dripped from rotting infrastructure piping, and Jimmy imagined the sewers were crying for their brethren, the streets above, that were being overrun by aliens and their killing robots. The drops echoed mournfully.

      “It’s alright,” Jimmy said comfortingly to himself as he turned on his flashlight app to see in the growing darkness.

      “You don’t need to console me,” Clancy said as he moved in front of Jimmy. “It’s okay to be frightened. I know everything is terrifying to babies.”

      “What!” Jimmy stopped in place. He thought for a moment. “Never mind,” he said, shaking his head. It wasn’t worth it.

      Then he began walking again.

      But Clancy didn’t budge. “Wait. I can’t leave. We gotta go back.”

      “Go back!?” Jimmy sputtered. “Go back! Remember the muscle-bound local authority? Mr. Moon the dogcatcher? Why go back?”

      Clancy grabbed hold of his foot and held it up. On the end of his foot was a crusty brown sock, soaked and muddy. “I need my shoe.”

      Jimmy shook his head as he thought for a second. “Hold on. I got a little somethin’ for you,” he said in an inner-city accent and reached into his denim flaming-bat backpack. He pulled out the extra sandal he’d found in the dire wolf lair. “Here.” He tossed it to Clancy.

      “Whoa, momma,” Clancy exclaimed as he missed catching the sandal. It landed in the shallow stream of drain water that ran down the tunnel. Quickly he snatched it out and shook it off. He slipped it over his sock. “Where’d you get this sweet kick? It’s so cool.”

      That was why Clancy was a sidekick, Jimmy reasoned. Sandals over socks are never cool.

      “So what does it do?” Clancy asked as he latched the leather straps. He looked ridiculous as he jogged in place, high-stepping with one sneaker and one sandal.

      Jimmy hadn’t considered if the sandal did anything at all, being stuffed in his alien-firefly-enchanted denim flaming-bat backpack. “I dunno. A super foot? Maybe you can kick someone’s teeth out—”

      “That’s always been my goal in life,” Clancy cut in gleefully.

      Jimmy said, “Can you run fast?”

      “Probably—”

      But before Clancy could say another word, the sound of scraping echoed through the sewer. This had the effect of making both boys go completely rigid, both staring at each other with plate-wide eyes.

      “A clown,” Clancy mouthed, coming to some awful conclusion in his tiny mind.

      “What! Why did you say that?” Jimmy said, his young voice panicked. “There’s no sewer clowns here. Stop saying that.”

      Clancy pshawed. “I bet this sandal has given me mad ninja skills. If a clown tries to sneak up on us, I’ll deliver a spine-crushing blow with my foot.” Then he proceeded to kick above his head. It was clear his body was never meant for anything physical.

      “Keep it down,” Jimmy whispered. The fear of whatever was out there waiting for them in the dingy sewer kept him hyperalert.

      He’d always heard when faced with extraordinary circumstances, humans showed superhuman abilities. Like people lifting cars off the highway. There’d been a show that featured these seeming freaks of nature. It was a Channel 56–produced effort, the first in their made-for-cable programming lineup. Freaks of Nature, they’d named the show, which lasted only a half season before it was canceled. Jimmy never could figure out why such quality programming was always getting canceled.

      But he knew he was definitely faced with a Freak of Nature situation like that at this very moment, what with Clancy rattling on about clowns.

      Any moment and his hearing would ramp up to super-dog-detection level, able to hear a treat bag open from the back room. Or his smell ability turn into a mysterious sixth sense, able to detect anyone approaching with a simple sniff of air. That would be great right about now.

      For the moment, he only smelled dank and moldy, but he was sure at any moment the trauma of sewer clowns would make his Man-Spider–heightened senses kick in.

      A good five minutes they walked. Occasionally Max would slow, sniff something in the stream, then shake his head. Each time he did this, his tags would rattle like tin cans were strung around his neck.

      “Your mutt’s making a ton of noise,” Clancy said harshly, despite the fact he’d been singing some stupid made-up song about a screaming mandrill. “It’s destroying my creativity. I can’t think. You know us artists have fragile egos and such. Hey, I bet if I fart in here, it’ll sound like a cannon. Wanna take bets?”

      If Jimmy laid down some money on Clancy’s fart bet, it wouldn’t have been the first time he’d banked on someone’s digestive tract for personal gain.

      The first was a little over a year ago and Timothy O’Rourke had just shotgunned two chocolate milks during lunch. After a bone-jarring belch that sounded like a trumpet blast from a primitive evil entity, he declared there was more to come. From down south.

      With all the franticness of a Filipino amateur boxing match, kids slapped cold, hard, lunch-money pocket change on the table.

      In an attempt to produce the most wide-reaching flatulence possible, Timmy seriously miscalculated the bubbling effects chocolate milk had been working in his delicate, juvenile digestive system.

      He did more than fart, which became quite apparent almost immediately. Face flushing, Timmy scooted off to the bathroom, legs pinched, one hand clutching his wet pants.

      In horror kids recoiled from the lunchroom table. This started a near stampede as kids joined in the hysteria, fleeing from a terror that drove their classmates in fear. Macaroni and cheese flew through the air as the stampede continued.

      For the rest of the year that particular table was labeled Timmy’s Turd Table. Anyone unknowingly sitting at it became “infected” with Timmy’s poop incident. It was cold elementary-school reasoning and justice that made you guilty by proxy simply by sitting at the wrong table.

      The kids betting on the far reaches of Timmy’s fart had no idea on the magnitude. Undecided on the original bet, they all called it a draw and each kept their money. Someone, probably a second grader, said it was blood money and suggested everyone pitch in their share and buy Timmy a new pair of pants. Or maybe at least a pair of underwear. It was the least they could do. But that suggestion never gained traction, and the idea died a quick death.

      That summer, Timmy’s family moved out of state. The only conclusion that made any sense was he’d tarnished the family name, and all they could do was move and start over. Probably to the Pacific Northwest, where all of society’s rejects eventually end up.

      There was a hard life lesson in this unfortunate event. Jimmy just never could figure out what it was.

      Don’t drink two cartons of milk?

      Betting is wrong?

      Fourth graders have weak digestive systems?

      Keep an extra change of clothes in your locker?

      Jimmy didn’t know, and being perfectly honest, he didn’t care. “No, Clancy, I’ll not bet on your farts.”

      Just then Max barked savagely, like a vicious attack dog preparing to lunge at a thief who just broke in through the garage window.

      “What the?” Clancy exclaimed, ending his ninja kicks.

      Suddenly, with no warning, a bright ball of green light sizzled along the length of the sewer, headed straight for them. Moving fast, too.

      It was a foot and a half in diameter. Two, tops. For a brief second Jimmy thought someone had chunked a lamp at them. But this was more intense, a putrid green and yellow mixed brightness.

      At best all they could do was drop to the filthy and wet floor to avoid getting slammed by the ball. Jimmy grabbed Max and pulled his dog to the ground as he buried his face in his coat.

      Crackling, the green energy ball of whatever zipped overhead. It continued down the sewer like a runaway train to splat against a far wall. Weird lightning hopped along the wall in a pupil-dilating flash and a rumble of thunder. In its wake it left the stomach-churning smell of burnt microwave popcorn in the air, which numbed the tip of Jimmy’s tongue.

      “What the…” he said as Max shrugged him off. No doubt his dog was ready to rip the hide off whatever that was.

      But Jimmy had seen a similar crackling ball of death in Planet X Raiders Who Attacked the Moon. The Planet X mindless clone army grown in alien gardens carried stone bazookas that fired crackling balls of death. They used them to invade the moon, only to find it empty and dusty. The sci-fi classic pulp had come in number 6 in Channel 56’s list of sci-fi classics with really long titles.

      “That thing singed my nose hair. It was like the sun pooped a little angry sun,” Clancy explained as he dug in his left nostril with his index finger.

      Despite Clancy’s rather crude explanation of the event, Jimmy did have to acknowledge his use of poop in the analogy. “Be on your guard,” Jimmy said as he unconsciously ran his kid hand over the tape-wrapped handle of his slugger. “We don’t know what’s out there,” he fittingly added, quoting the woman scientist in Island of a Thousand Purrs when she realized her plot to take over the world through infected cats had backfired and they showed up at the front door to her Florida condo, looking for food.

      But before he could think of any other campy movie to apply to the current situation, a green glow at the opposite end of the dark and stinky sewer made his capillaries constrict. Alien green, glowing with interstellar pulsing flashes of otherworldly light.

      “Um… Clancy,” Jimmy began as he imagined a shadow in the pulsating glow had oversized shoes and a larger-than-life hairdo. “Is that a… clown?”

      Just saying the c word made him feel like vomiting through his nose. He hadn’t hurled since eating the molded tapioca pudding that Reggie had tricked him into eating. If he did spew now, that would surely be the end of him.

      “It’s a clown! Abandon your posts! Flee, flee for your lives!” Jimmy turned and bolted in the opposite direction.

      Sheer, stark, ancient fear had set its hooks in mankind since the earliest man somewhere in the Fertile Crescent thousands of years ago first put white powder on their face. The primal fear of clownery, one of the original seven sins, gripped Jimmy’s soul.

      The cold fear that now shriveled Jimmy’s soul also seeped across the floor and into Max’s and Clancy’s bones. With no other motivation than Jimmy’s girl-like screeches and his wild flailing as he ran away, they followed desperately, hot on his heels.

      Barreling forward mindlessly, Jimmy made one turn, then another. Then another. He ran full bore.

      Each sewer tunnel looked like the other, and before long Jimmy’s clown-bred adrenaline fear gave out and he slowed. A couple more turns and he came to a stop.

      They had left the green alien glow in the dust.

      Clancy came to a stop just short of slamming into Jimmy. Max came to a dog stop, then panted. Jimmy’s lungs burned as his bird-shaped chest heaved with burning breaths. For a minute they all leaned over, breathing heavily, each equally out of shape.

      Clancy was the first to laugh in a particularly annoying way. He snorted through his big nose, and the piercing whistling snot sounded like a dog whistle. Max’s ears perked up.

      Normally, Jimmy would’ve come up with some particularly witty dialog that would verbally knock Clancy in his proper sidekick place, but instead, for some odd reason, Jimmy laughed too.

      Seeing this, Clancy laughed even more. Then this made Jimmy laugh even more. Soon they were both filling the sewer tunnels with boy laughter. At one point Jimmy even considered slapping his knee.

      “You got the clown spooks,” Clancy said through tears as he held his side. “I bet you were about to wet your pants.”

      Under any other circumstance, Jimmy would’ve been offended that his sidekick would be so forthright with the hero of the story, but for this instant he wasn’t. He laughed along with Clancy.

      Another minute and the laughing faded to light chuckles, then silence. Once even that died away, the two stared at each other in awkward silence.

      Now that Jimmy sobered up as the fear waned, he immediately recognized the classic bonding moment between two rivals when facing unspeakable evil. And he didn’t like it one bit.

      Then Max snarled, his upper lip quivering as he stared into darkness. Tiny pinpoints of alien green light lit up in the dark sewer thirty feet from where Max stood.

      From the darkness erupted a handful of small furry bodies. They scattered across the floor in wild zigzags.

      “Gah, pizza rats!” Clancy exclaimed as he recoiled.

      With the skill of a natural-born killer, Jimmy thrust his bat forward. “Use your yo-yo.”

      Clancy slung his arm forward, but all that was on it was a string that drifted in the wind. “Argh, my yo-yo’s gone.”

      They’d left the yo-yo in the dire wolf lair after the grandpa wolf swallowed it, Jimmy realized. Jimmy corrected this thought: Clancy left his yo-yo in the grandpa dire wolf lair.

      Apparently being weaponless didn’t deter Clancy, though. He knuckled up his bony fists and went into a lame fighter stance that he probably thought was some kind of martial art move.

      The furry animal bodies scurried towards them along the sewer walls and ceiling. Tiny rodent toenails scraped on stone, which sounded like teeth scraping over a fork.

      As they neared, Jimmy saw these weren’t pizza rats at all. “Sewer squirrels!” he exclaimed.

      “Don’t worry, my ninja sandal will take care of them,” Clancy said as he bounced in his not-quite fighter stance.

      Right then one sewer squirrel lunged off the ceiling and stretched out its tiny legs, catching air. It glided towards Clancy as he attempted to kick it out of the air. He went wide right and slammed his foot into the wall, then howled in pain as the squirrel latched onto his shoulder.

      Jimmy leaped forward and, with the finesse of an old-time Philadelphia career pool shark, used his bat like a pool stick to knock the squirrel off. It hit the floor, then scampered back up the wall. It stared with green beady alien eyes and hissed ferociously before making another leap.

      “You need a weapon,” Jimmy yelled as he brought his bat around in a ferocious backhand swing that caught the sewer squirrel in the air, sending it reeling away to disappear into the dark shadows.

      “I’ve got my sandal,” Clancy stated resolutely as he rubbed his foot.

      Jimmy wiped cold sweat from his forehead. “That doesn’t work.”

      Another sewer squirrel raced along the floor in long, bouncing strides. It leaped onto Max’s back. Jimmy’s best friend began bucking and trying to snap the squirrel perched on his back, clinging to his furry neck. It looked like the climax to a small petting zoo animal rodeo.

      “Hold on, buddy.” Jimmy reached into his backpack for something that could help Clancy, who at the moment just had another squirrel land on his shoulder and immediately began biting a plastic rhinestone.

      Jimmy pulled out of his denim flaming-bat backpack the orange flyswatter. Before he even realized what he held, he tossed it to Clancy. “Here.”

      In a motion that was too smooth to have been something he intended, Clancy caught the flyswatter, then immediately pivoted so that he faced a ferocious sewer squirrel upside down on the ceiling, its tail quivering like squirrels tend to do as green swirly alien eyes stared a hole through him.

      Clancy swung the flyswatter and—quite miraculously—it extended to cover the eight feet separating the sidekick and sewer squirrel. And as it telescoped, the hand on the swatter end enlarged to twice its size.

      Before the shaky-tailed sewer squirrel had a chance to evaluate what was going on, the swatter began open-handed slapping the critter. In a flurry the swatter hand backhanded and forehanded the squirrel, each smack sounding like a hand slapping a stupid face. The finale was when the hand delivered one final blow, knocking the tiny killer off the ceiling. It hit the ground and flopped about wildly. Literally slapped silly.

      “Whoa, momma!” Clancy exclaimed in just as much astonishment as Jimmy felt at that moment. “Did you see that?”

      “There’s a million more of ’em. Don’t stop.” Jimmy planted his foot as he delivered a crushing swing. It caught two sewer squirrels, possibly twins, and the momentum slammed their pathetic bodies into a wall.

      Then, like a cheap Taiwan import toy sold at the local flea market/fruit stand, the sewer squirrels broke apart. Machine parts spilled from inside instead of squirrel guts.

      “They’re little furry animal robots,” Jimmy called out in disbelief.

      But Clancy was too involved to respond.

      Two sewer squirrels approached him, and his flyswatter extended. It began slapping both, bouncing from squirrel to squirrel. They hissed and chattered and snapped and scratched at the flyswatter as it relentlessly brutalized the squirrels with slaps.

      One sewer squirrel got close enough to jump onto Jimmy’s cap. It springboarded off the bill and landed on his hand. Then it sank its metal teeth into the back of Jimmy’s hand. He yelped, then slung his arm upward, sending the squirrel into the air. Then he knocked it with his slugger into a group of squirrels charging him. They all bowled over.

      They were drowning in sewer squirrels. No doubt this was part of the aliens’ master plan. Overwhelm them with raw numbers of mechanical animals. Furry robot killers.

      It was a typical bad-guy move. Jimmy had first seen it in Bring on the Invasion when the Neptunian alien spaceship put down near New York and released thousands upon thousands of alien cockroaches. Although small, the tiny monsters would slowly overrun the city.

      The plan failed because New Yorkers didn’t realize their city was under attack. To them, a cockroach is a cockroach.

      Clancy dodged one sewer squirrel leaping for his neck with tiny buckteeth only to have another wrap itself around his sandal. It bit ferociously at its straps like it wanted to steal his new gear.

      And as Jimmy glanced down the dark sewer, he saw perhaps a hundred more pair of beady eyes. Maybe a thousand. They would be here all day, all night, grinding away until too tired to lift a weapon. Then the sewer squirrels would feast on them.

      Not today, not while there are still worthless enemies to kill, Jimmy thought in Blaze’s voice.

      He kinda wished he had a cigar to clench between his teeth as he thought this, the same way Blaze would’ve done. A smooth-draw Belicoso fat-body cigar, Burro Perezoso. Blaze wouldn’t have been caught with anything else.

      Once again he reached into his flaming-bat backpack with the idea of grabbing an exploding banana. He had a few left, and they’d made short work of the pizza rats, another weak-attack, low-hit-point monster. He was sure they would work against these alien mechanical sewer squirrels.

      Instead of pulling out a banana, though, his little sweat-soaked and grimy hand yanked out the can of hair spray he’d picked up in the Must Sleep Motel. Aqua Do hair spray. Extra day-long and party-night hold.

      In the fight of his life, Clancy bit down on a squirrel’s hind leg as it tried to kick in his eye. He slung it away as another scratched at his leg.

      “This is a bad time to worry about your two-dollar haircut,” Clancy said. “Little fangs are trying to suck my blood.”

      Without a delay, and no time to fish around for a banana, Jimmy shook the can of Aqua Do until he heard the little ball bearing inside clack. He popped off the plastic cap then aimed it at one nearby sewer squirrel who was hanging off piping jutting from the ceiling, leering at him with its alien green eyes.

      But when he pressed the button on the aerosol can, an unexpected blast of spray knocked him backwards. A semi-sticky cloud of toxic hair chemicals bloomed like something that blooms very quickly. Within the space of a nanosecond, it filled the sewer tunnel.

      Sometimes Jimmy had seen some asthmatic kids at school suck on an inhaler after climbing stairs or before a particularly violent dodgeball game. A part of him thought it would be cool to carry around a can of medicine air. Now, he second-guessed that idea as the cloud choked him.

      He sucked in one last clean breath and ballooned out his cheeks to keep as much air inside his respiratory system as possible. Then he grabbed Clancy’s pleather jacket collar and Max’s collar and yanked them backwards, out of the cloud.

      Miraculously, the sewer squirrels went rigid as the cloud wafted over them. They stopped in place, whether they were on the floor or the ceiling.

      Those on the ceiling fell off to smack onto cold stone. Tails snapped off. Also legs and ears.

      As Jimmy watched them, he realized the Aqua Do hair spray had frozen the sewer squirrels on the spot.

      “Whoa,” Clancy said as he watched green and glowing alien sewer squirrel eyes go gray and dead as the automatons sucked in the poison air. Taking a step forward, he punted the closest one near him. It sailed into the darkness and clattered to the ground.

      Just then, a scream came from somewhere beyond the sewer squirrels and the growing hair spray fog of death. The type of scream that a clown would make when his (or her, because clownery is equal opportunity) plans to take over the world were squashed by a brave hero, his ferocious attack dog, and a mediocre sidekick.

      “That sounded evil. Let’s go while the gettin’s good,” Jimmy exclaimed.

      The trio shot away in the opposite direction of the creeping death cloud and the maniacal, frustrated clown scream.
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      “I knew this flyswatter was epic in some mysterious way. It’s like we’re brothers or something,” Clancy said as they rested in a sewer tunnel. He waved it before him the same way a dime-store hack magician would wave a wand picked up from a pawnshop clearance sale.

      “You’re a brother to a flyswatter? I think you inhaled some of that hair spray,” Jimmy stated between gasps.

      Clancy shrugged indifferently. “How come your cheap cell didn’t warn us?”

      Being perfectly honest, Jimmy hadn’t thought about that. Maybe it was shareware and worked for only so long before he had to pony up some cash, or enter a credit card number, to use it anymore. That would really irk him if the alien firefly had given him trialware.

      He slipped his cell from his pocket and switched to his alien-firefly app.

      No service.

      Well, it was free after all. At least it wasn’t shareware.

      “No reception. Must be because we’re far into the bowels of the earth,” Jimmy said grimly.

      Clancy guffawed. “Bowels.”

      But there were more pressing matters to attend to at the moment than entertaining his sidekick with naughty words.

      They were lost, no doubt about that. Too far underground for Jimmy’s Man-Spider senses to work.

      “And what was that scream about?” Clancy asked, still admiring his new weapon, swinging it in the air.

      Jimmy shook his head. “Dunno.” He’d rather not think about it for the time being. A deep-down dread would begin bubbling in his innermost soul whenever he thought of whatever monster made that horrid sound. He knew it was because there was only one evil that walked the earth that could make a gruesome scream such as that. And that evil wore ridiculously oversized shoes.

      He couldn’t even bring himself to say the word.

      Instead, Jimmy distracted himself by investigating the can of Aqua Do he still held in his sweaty hand.

      Once again, he’d saved the day. Sure, there was some alien-firefly magic at work here, guiding his hand each time he dug inside his backpack, but he couldn’t deny his own mental, subconscious intuitiveness.

      He owed a big part of this to the Navy SEAL-like training he’d received while playing Boy Battles Bot. Thanks to the hero of the story, Little Doug, Jimmy had the quick-thinking skills to get things done.

      Valuable skills such as map-reading (orienteering, as Mr. Fuller called it), boss-killing, and how to confidently talk to completely random strangers.

      Then he thought of his résumé. Surely his numbers were off the charts rocking by now. But first things first.

      He slipped his denim flaming-bat backpack off and pulled out the bag of El Munchos. He gave one to Clancy while he took one for himself.

      With the exertion of using it, Jimmy’s hand throbbed. The place where the sewer squirrel had managed to get a lucky bite in on him. He just hoped the little beast’s metal incisors weren’t rusted. Surely a filthy bite from a rusted sewer squirrel could cause every type of disease or infection. Rabies, tetanus, and salmonella, to name a few.

      Clancy rubbed one earlobe. It was slightly red, like a sewer squirrel had used it as a rodent chew toy. Jimmy took the Band-X brand bandages and tossed them to his sidekick. “Mind your ear,” he said, repeating a line from some war movie (or was it a western?) when the main lead hero made it through an impossible hail of machine-gun fire unscratched, only to find a minor surface wound. Something to tell his grandkids later, perhaps in some flashback memory.

      Next he took the Cheez-Os and fed one to Max. It didn’t even touch his tongue as through some ancient dog powers Max willed the artificial-cheese-coated baked square straight into his stomach. Immediately Max wagged his tail and his eyes lit with youthful vitality. He moved like a sixty-people-year-old dog instead of his seventy-year-old self. Jimmy tossed him another before putting the box back. Then he took a moment to rub his best friend’s neck and tell him what a good boy he was.

      Next Jimmy found his spiral notebook.

      He flipped past his history notes towards the back, where he’d scribbled his résumé.

      The sheet still showed his stats but had x’s where he was keeping track of his growing abilities. A bright Out of Order in red letters overlaid each score. Jimmy tossed the spiral back in his backpack. Apparently the alien-firefly signal didn’t reach his notebook either.

      Clancy had not only applied a Band-X to his ear, but also one over his right eye. “Those fur balls were intense. Not DeadWalker rising from Boot Hill Cemetery intense, but still intense. What was that stuff you sprayed? Was it eco-friendly?”

      Jimmy could barely understand him because he’d also wrapped the tip of his tongue with a bandage. Before Clancy had the chance to use any more of their healing bandages, Jimmy snatched the box from his hand and quickly shoved it in his backpack.

      Looking over his own arm, Jimmy saw many scratches. He felt light burning on his face. Tiny nail scratches covered him, but he left them alone. Those were his war wounds that he’d tell his grandkids about someday. If they made it out of here alive and saved the world from the alien invasion, that is.

      “We’ve got to get out of here,” Jimmy said more for himself.

      Once they began walking again, Jimmy knew he had to rely on video game skills to make it out. This reminded him of when Little Doug found himself in the giant mole underground network of mole tunnels and such. They had created a maze of dead ends and pitfalls to keep unwary boy adventurers away so they could continue making nefarious plans for domination of the nearby ranger station, on the edge of the grasslands somewhere in America’s breadbasket.

      Solving underground mazes was a skill Jimmy was sure he had tucked away in the depths of his mind. He just needed to focus.

      “So which way is outta here?” Clancy asked right before the bandage on his tongue slipped off into the stream of stinky water. Jimmy ignored him and kept on walking.

      Another fifty feet away the sewer they were currently in broke off into three. Confidently, maybe even a little cockily, Jimmy took the tunnel to the right. Because he was right-handed.

      “Glad you know where we’re going, ’cause I’m lost,” Clancy said as he used his flyswatter like a saber made from light, or something ridiculous like that.

      An hour later of walking through the tunnels, Clancy said, “I’m glad you know where we’re going. Look, that splatter on the wall looks exactly like the one we passed thirty minutes ago. Splatter twins.”

      Jimmy ignored him.

      Once they reached a familiar tunnel junction point that broke away into three tunnels, Jimmy decided to take a left.

      In his mind, he had the raw sensation they were moving deeper and deeper into the earth. Past the bowels (which he did chuckle at as he thought of the word) and even farther. Could they walk into the core of the earth itself? Into burning magma and melted rock? It sure felt that way.

      “That chip made me gassy. Want to try out the fart thing?” Clancy asked as he shoved his flyswatter into a belt loop on his saggy jeans. He tried to position it like a six-shooter or a samurai sword.

      Before Jimmy could tell him what to do with his fart bet, they quite unexpectedly stepped out from the sewer tunnel.

      The tunnel expanded out to a wide and tall room. It appeared like every Apple Valley sewer tunnel converged here. Many of the tunnels joined up to this room at various heights, dark, round openings leaking dark, chunky water. The floor dipped slightly, which allowed standing water. Unnamable things floated in three inches of sewer water. It smelled worse than it looked. Jimmy was glad he knew the word condensation because that perfectly described the water dripping from the ceiling and the water pipes, electrical cables and whatever else was installed under a bustling city.

      And what made Jimmy’s child heart race was the idea this was the perfect setting for a boss to lurk. A boss lair.

      Unique, strange, kinda creepy place. Check.

      Room to move. Check.

      All they needed now was a boss.

      This could easily be modified to another rule in his video game book/memoirs. Suddenly the word catacombs popped in his head. That perfectly summed up this underground dive. He made a mental note to write all this down later.

      Under normal circumstances Jimmy would’ve welcomed any mini-boss, faux-boss, end-of-stage boss, or main boss. But what tickled the back of his mind (and not in a good way) was a clown boss.

      He would shrivel if this was a clown boss.

      Just then a maniacal cackle echoed in the sewer room, or catacomb, bouncing off the walls, becoming a hundred maniacal cackles. A typical boss entrance meant to unnerve any lesser hero. But not Jimmy. He gripped his slugger to keep it from slipping from sweaty hands.

      Across the room, one of the sewer inlets, twenty feet up from the floor, began to glow with the same glowing green that seemed to be the alien enemy’s favorite color. It almost had a life of its own. An evil, rip-your-face-off life.

      Then a figure moved into view, backlit by the glowing green.

      Jimmy searched for large, oversized shoes or some ridiculously small hat perched on the side of the head, a clear indication of a clown. But the figure was far enough away for him not to see it clearly. More of just a general person shape. The figure raised its arms in the air.

      “Today you will die a thousand deaths!” it proclaimed in a strange accented voice, like an extraterrestrial being that learned English as a second language in a local community college night class.

      “Do you think he means literally or figuratively?” Clancy asked, his hand resting on his flyswatter. Jimmy chose to ignore the idiotic sidekick question.

      Suddenly, many of the other sewer tunnels leading to this catacomb lit with glowing green. The walls and halls were painted in the same alien evil green.

      Then hundreds of tiny feet echoed in the tunnels, scraping, clicking and clacking across moldy concrete. A white noise of clawing feet.

      Small things poured from the glowing tunnels. Sewer squirrels, feral cats, and small purse dogs such as teacup Chihuahuas and Yorkies with bows.

      And they all begun hissing, barking, yelping, and yapping. A cacophony in the catacomb.

      Just like Island of a Thousand Purrs.

      They poured from the tunnels, free-falling to the floor. But they would hop to their feet and dart forward. Sewer squirrels ran across the ceiling, upside down. Designer dogs with jeweled hundred-dollar Poochie collars bounded toward them.

      The sheer number of tiny animals nearly made Jimmy go insane.

      This all was too similar to All Dogs Don’t Go To Heaven, when the alien invaders unleashed what a field reporter/videographer coined a petting zoo apocalypse.

      The small-town girl working in the big city got the scoop of her life when, through her investigative skills she’d learned in her high school honors class, she stumbled upon the two lead aliens hiding in a bush. And they just so happened to be laying out their world-conquering plans in excruciating detail and perfect English.

      “What is it with these aliens using little animals?” Clancy said as he backed up. He pulled his flyswatter from his belt and held it like a spatula.

      Then, as he eyed the seething mass of petdom surging towards them, Jimmy realized this wasn’t a clown at all.

      “The dogcatcher!” he exclaimed. “He’s down here and he’s gunning for Max!”

      “Who’s Max?” Clancy asked.

      “Never mind. Here.” Quickly Jimmy reached into his flaming-bat backpack to grab the can of Aqua Do hair spray. But instead, he pulled out two bananas, which he decided to roll with since they were in his hand. An image flitted through his mind of the back-alley pizza rats eating the bananas and promptly exploding into alien goo.

      He tossed one to Clancy, who actually managed to catch it. Then, in perfect synch like two battle-hardened soldiers of Easy Company, they bit the tops off the bananas (similar to pulling a pin) and gave them an overhead lob. If there were a foxhole, they would’ve dived into it.

      The two fruit splashed in the water near the center of the room, and immediately many of the animals diverted their paths to gather around where they landed. They clawed and fought to get to the bananas.

      The quick and lucky ones were rewarded in the same way the pizza rats were.

      Several biting the bananas exploded in place, peppering fellow animals with blast shrapnel. Others blasted off and shot wildly across the room like furry missiles, slamming into rodent brothers and sisters. Secondary green explosions flashed in the dark boss lair, temporarily blinding Jimmy and his crew.

      Animal cries almost overwhelmed the trio as alien squirrels took out wiener dogs and purse cats. Cats slammed into purse dogs, knocking heads together.

      The bananas were kicking some serious butt; however, the outpouring of animals didn’t slow. There were so many small wretched animals.

      Frantically Jimmy once again dug in his denim flaming-bat backpack. This time he pulled out the can of Aqua Do and sprayed it before him. Instantly the cloud grew, seizing up sewer squirrels and mechanical kittens. The cloud drifted like a sentient cloud ball, rolling across the floor.

      But there were too many of everything.

      Already a quick-moving litter of kittens, all black, naturally, were scratching at Clancy’s ankles. They’d ignored the bananas, clearly craving human flesh instead of exploding fruit.

      Clancy’s sandal shifted furiously as he used it as some kind of buffer, kicking and flailing to keep the petting zoo from hell away.

      Max snapped one slow sewer squirrel in his mouth, then tossed it away. For a second Jimmy thought he saw a ghostly number appear above the squirrel, but it quickly disappeared. A little ugly mop of a dog leaped across Max’s back like a masked wrestling pro diving off the top buckle to flatten their opponent. With a yelp Max tumbled to his side.

      “My flyswatter’s working overtime,” Clancy said as it rapidly jittered left and right, up and down, trying to intercept every incoming beast. But it couldn’t keep up. “I think it’s overheating, and my arm is tired.”

      A cat, probably an evil Siamese, latched onto Jimmy’s backpack and attempted to climb up his back, nearly knocking his cap off in the melee. He grabbed hold of the cat’s neck and performed a near excellent hip toss, one that he’d seen on Cops and Robbers, a new reality semi-fictional docudrama ride-along. This killer move sent kitty flying away.

      As he did this, he looked around in superhero desperation, searching for some leverage he could use to beat down the dogcatcher. That was when he saw another figure standing at another of the sewer outlets, ten feet above him.

      A lone figure.

      And like all mysterious figures arriving at odd times during the heat of battle, the figure was cloaked in darkness and shadow.

      Then the figure screamed.

      It was the same nerve-piercing, molar-popping, wineglass-shattering scream they’d heard earlier, only this time they were only feet away. Like being front row near the twenty-foot-high speakers at a Belgium death metal mosh pit music festival.

      Shock waves emanated from the figure. Waves like the kind he’d seen from a bird’s-eye perspective sweep across the Amazon jungle in From Uranus With Love, when alien invaders carpet-bombed Earth’s delicate ecosystem. Compressed air ringlets rippled across the room/catacomb chamber and over the water.

      Jimmy dropped to his knees in the water, clutching his ears. Clancy did the same. Max got to his feet, howled in wild pain, then took off desperately, disappearing in a nearby tunnel.

      Amazingly, every single creature in the lair stopped in place, frozen.

      As the concussive scream waves rolled over them, they vibrated, rattling like spare change in an old miser’s front pocket.

      Then they began to break apart and shatter. All fell apart like they were suddenly made of glass. Many exploded, peppering co-animal minions in gears and sprockets.

      The wreckage of the small-animal end-of-the-world nuclear-fallout event continued for another twenty seconds. Puffs of green and swirling alien malevolence evaporated into stink and nothing.

      All that remained was Jimmy, his sidekick, the dogcatcher, and the shadowy figure with the really loud voice.

      “All of you will die horribly in my hands. You cannot stop the Enemy,” the dogcatcher said.

      With arms still outstretched, the dogcatcher floated from where he was standing. He drifted out, clearly defying the law of gravity. Then, to everyone’s amazing horror, his fleshly skin and dogcatcher uniform slid off his body. Folds of epidermis splatted in the water in large chunks.

      What remained was the terrifying image of an alien.

      It was roughly human shape, a large insectoid, with four legs and two arms. They seemed very similar, though. Just like the aliens in One Hand Too Many. A Japanese low-budget import with a bad overdub about three seconds out of sync. In this, the alien had six arms. But clearly three of them were fake. Jimmy wasn’t quite sure about the fourth.

      The dogcatcher alien’s head was bulbous, with segmented green eyes. Knots and bumps covered it. Two long antennae on its shell of a head twitched in the air malevolently. They rubbed together and emitted some kind of weird sound. Luckily its guts weren’t on the outside.

      It appeared naked, but not naked. Around its waist was some unknown material that reflected what little light was in the catacombs.

      Plus, the green light Jimmy had seen so often pulsed from the alien, outlining it grotesquely. Some alien bioluminescence, Mr. Fuller might’ve called it. But even with its illumination, it still seemed mostly obscured in shadow.

      Then, with one of its insect arms, the alien worked what might’ve been fingers in the air, twitching and contorting. The end of its arm lit like in a spotlight. In its evil twitching fingers materialized a ball of green lightning, at first marble in size. As the despicable alien kneaded its long misshapen fingers, the golf ball size grew to lemon size, grapefruit size, basketball size, then Reggie’s big head size.

      This lightning ball was similar to the one they’d seen before.

      Then, just like before, the alien, laughing maniacally like bosses are prone to do, hurled the ball lightning, and it continued to grow as it picked up steam.

      Jimmy and Clancy scuttled to the right as the lightning narrowly missed them, slamming into the wall behind the duo. It blew chunks of soaked rock and algae away. It smelled like a Junior Chef chicken pot pie frozen dinner left in the ZapMatic microwave a minute too long.

      Looking up, Jimmy saw the figure with the loud voice above them retreat into the tunnel.

      Before they could catch their breath, the alien floated several feet to its left, then hurled another lightning ball. It pivoted, then launched another.

      This time Clancy stepped into the lead and shifted himself so that he was in the path of the nearest ball of lightning. His flyswatter shot forward and intercepted the globe of electric death. The force of the impact buckled the flyswatter from Clancy’s weak grip, but the swatter diverted the lightning enough so that it changed course. It diverted to a tunnel and drifted away.

      The second lightning ball buckled the ground ten feet from where Jimmy stood. Poop-filled water hissed and bubbled from where the lightning arced across the water. Tingles of electricity ran up Jimmy’s legs, and he leaped back in surprise.

      “Wait a minute,” he said as the floating dogcatcher alien worked up two more lightning balls in its twitching fingers. “I’m holding a bat.”

      He reached for his cap to spin it around like the big leaguers do. After cocking his cap like in the grandpa dire wolf lair, he double-gripped his slugger.

      Just as he did this, the gravity-defying alien launched two more lightning balls.

      Jimmy relaxed his shoulders and planted his feet as he gauged the speed of the lightning balls, dredging up every pointer he’d learned in ball camp. His tongue peeked out the side of his mouth as he hyper focused on the balls.

      He swung twice in rapid succession. Each swing spun his cap back around, and each one was a world-shattering blow that echoed terribly. He connected with both lightning balls.

      They raced back to the alien and slammed into its breadbasket. The otherworldly life shrieked in cosmic horror as energy crackled away, lighting the lair with eye-hurting flashes. With its two arms it clawed at its own chest, like trying to rip the lightning off its own body. But that wouldn’t happen. Not today.

      The alien boss’ death throes satisfied some primeval video game instinct that had welled up in Jimmy since his earliest days of holding a game controller in his baby hands. Standing back after completely annihilating an enemy to appreciate ones work from afar.

      The lightning grew to become super bright and white intense. Jimmy closed his eyes and turned away. “Shield your eyes, sidekick, or you’ll go blind.”

      An explosion of light and heat knocked Jimmy over into the filthy water. Some got in his mouth and he gagged.

      Then everything went silent.

      Jimmy opened his eyes and was greeted with bright sparkle bursts, which slowly dimmed, leaving residual sparkle ghost images that also faded to black spots. Once the sparkles cleared enough in his eyes, Jimmy opened them fully.

      There was no more alien green. The only light remaining were twinkles of green that drifted slowly to the water, only to become snuffed out, like someone rocket-grenaded a fairy.

      “Whoa,” Clancy stated as he picked himself up from the water. He scratched his head. “That was no clown, but it was still epic.” Then he turned around. “Did you kill it?”

      Not sure, Jimmy said, “Of course I destroyed it. That’s a hero’s job.” Surely the fairy dust was all that remained of the alien.

      “Who was the loudmouth who shattered the animals?” Clancy asked next.

      Jimmy had those same questions. But his mind shifted to his best friend, who’d bolted away during the melee. What if this was all a clever ruse to separate the team? To get his dog all alone?

      “Max!” he exclaimed as he wiped his forehead.

      He scanned the tunnels joining the lair and found the one Max had bolted into. Then, without another thought, he raced towards it.

      “Wait. Who’s Max?” Clancy yelled as he followed Jimmy.

      There was no telling what had happened to his faithful companion. He’d probably stumbled upon the alien mothership. Most likely they’d dognapped him and were already performing disgusting experiments on him in the name of alien science.

      Feeding him expired discount dog kibble or training him to become an unwilling service animal. Then he’d spend the rest of his life retrieving mail and sodas from the fridge for some sap traumatized by early childhood spankings. The horrors were unfathomable.

      Jimmy didn’t hesitate as he shot down the dark sewer tunnel. But he didn’t get more than a few yards before coming to a screeching halt.

      Max sat in hazy light shining from a storm drain grating above. He held something in his mouth.

      Jimmy almost cried—almost—as he ran over to the dog he’d gotten as a baby. They were practically raised together. He dropped to his knees and clutched Max’s fluffy neck. “Hey, boy, I’m glad you weren’t abducted or dognapped. What you got there?”

      Max held in his mouth a toy. A World of Miss Priss doll. Jimmy only knew about the dolls because their commercials ran on Saturday mornings, right after the patriotic Captain Wonder Guy cartoons (which he watched faithfully) and before Shortcake Princesses on Vacation (which he never watched).

      This trashed toy looked like it was doll number one from their post-apocalyptic end-of-the-world line, if they had one.

      Its yellow summer dress was crusty and dirt covered, and one of its braids was unraveled. It looked as dingy as ten-year-old tube socks.

      What should’ve been a porcelain face of ivory skin with sun-kissed dimples (as the commercials stated) was instead cracked and marred. The crack ran through its left eye, which was missing, leaving a hollow socket. Its right eye stared at Jimmy, unblinking.

      Jimmy attempted to pry the wretched doll from Max’s clenched jaw. “Give me that. You don’t know where—”

      “That’s mine!” a voice in the dark tunnel hollered.

      The unexpectedness made Jimmy give a startled cry as his neuromuscular system cringed automatically. Max spun around and bared his canine incisors, ready to rip apart any threat.

      “Who-who said that?” Jimmy stammered in the deepest voice his thorax could muster. He needed to regain his cool, especially after what awesome thing he’d just done. Defeating an alien. He moved his slugger before him defensively and squared his scrawny shoulders. Still jazzed on the recent total annihilation of the alien, he was locked, cocked, and ready to rock and roll.

      A girl stepped from the darkness. Jimmy’s slugger lowered as his mouth dropped open.

      “Big Mouth Molly?!” he exclaimed and asked, all in one breath, recognizing one of his schoolmates.
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      Big Mouth Molly was a bit taller than Jimmy, around Clancy’s height. Her black hair (or raven hair, as Jimmy had heard Little Doug call it) was long and matted, spilling onto her shoulders. She wore a sundress, similar to the crusty one on the nasty doll, in just as bad a shape. Jimmy imagined the colors should be named grimy, greasy gray and sewer dirt brown. On her thin, long neck she wore a necklace that twinkled in caught light.

      Her face was also covered in dirt and grease. Jimmy thought perhaps she’d been living down in the sewers for the past month or so, like some hobo who threw all the shackles of society to the wind and went on a great adventure, bouncing from city to city, staying underground to escape the confines of a civilized society.

      In her hand she gripped a dented hubcap, holding it like a shield. Or a small buckler.

      “The name’s Molly Jones, like in the song,” she replied in a shrill, dog-frightening voice as she planted her grubby balled hand on her hip.

      “What song?” Jimmy asked.

      Before she could respond, Clancy came rolling up behind Jimmy, the erratic beat of his Sam T. Man Jam Slam sneaker and dire wolf sandal making an odd combination echo through the tunnel.

      “What’s this?” Clancy said as he took a step back at the sudden appearance of a girl in the sewers. “Big Mouth Molly? Is this a Replacement? Want me to kick in her brains? I can snap her neck like a sparrow’s.” He took a menacing step forward, still holding his flyswatter like a spatula. He slightly lifted his foot, and his sandal almost slipped off if not for his scrunched toes.

      Jimmy shook his head while keeping eyes on target. The way jet fighter pilots do. “No. I don’t think it’s a Replacement. But then again, who knows. What if it’s an alien acting like a Replacement? Remember She’s a Mannequin, Baby, when the down-and-out wino discovered the liquor store cashier was in fact the alien invader? No more store discounts for him.”

      “Oh yeah,” Clancy said, reminiscing. “I always cry when he shatters the bottle of Tanked Up vodka over the alien’s head. Who knew the invaders were allergic to 105 proof?”

      Molly stared with questioning eyes at the two. Her shoulders were raised defensively as her breathing quickened. “What’re you talking about? I’m no alien.”

      Just then, Max swiped the doll back out of Jimmy’s hand and trotted over to Molly. He pushed his muzzle into her leg. She patted his head, then took the doll from his mouth as he willingly gave it up.

      “Hey, where did the mutt come from?” Clancy asked.

      “Wait,” Jimmy said, understanding beginning to churn in his mind. “Max has ultra-keen senses that hover in the realm of interdimensional knowledge. If he says Big Mouth Molly’s okay enough for him, then it’s okay for me.”

      Jimmy rested his slugger over his shoulder and stepped forward, one hand out in a calming way. He’d practiced this move in the bathroom mirror ever since he came to the grim, adult realization that the world was just months away from some type of alien invasion and he needed to prepare. Right away. Turned out his inclinations were right.

      And the only ones who could save the day were the humans who could remain calm in the face of unspeakable intergalactic evil.

      Holding his hand before him was his way to show he was completely cool, calm, and collected.

      “Welcome… to… our world,” he said in a stilted, emotionless voice. He figured talking slow and monotone would be the best way to show the aliens he was in control. Many more hours were spent practicing this speech. Now was as good a time as any to deliver the goods.

      “You have… travelled… from afar,” he continued.

      Molly just shook her head. “I told you I’m not an alien. Who are you two weirdos, anyway? What’re you doing here?”

      Remembering the incident of Bobby and Big Mouth Molly, he figured keeping his friendship with Bobby secret was probably for the better. She didn’t know him from Adam, and that would work to his benefit.

      “I’m Jimmy. I go to your school.” He left it at that.

      But already Molly seemed to have forgotten her question as she held her doll to her cheek, cradling it like she held a real-life, dirty and slobber-covered baby. She shivered slightly. “It’s cold in here. We should make a fire.”

      Clancy smirked. “Ain’t you a little old for dolls?”

      She shot him a dagger in response. “Ain’t you a little old to be wearing a plastic jacket? You outgrew that two years ago.”

      “Touché,” Clancy acknowledged, nodding.

      “Plus,” Molly added mournfully, “this isn’t just any World of Miss Priss doll. Mummy had Abigail commissioned from the company. The most expensive Miss Priss in the world. She looks just like me.”

      “What are you doing down here?” Jimmy asked. This must be who the cops were talking about. His face flushed in fear as he recalled their conversation. “You’re not part of a kid cult, are you?”

      Molly returned his question with a puzzled look. “Are you on medication? I’m hiding. In case you haven’t noticed, the world up there”—Molly used her doll to point up—“has become crazy. I was staying at our summer home in Orange Valley when things got weird.”

      Clancy stopped fiddling with his flyswatter. “Wait, you have a summer home?”

      Jimmy wanted to tell Clancy to be quiet, but he didn’t. Instead, he focused on Molly. “Describe weird,” he said, trying his best to sound like a psychiatrist mentally dissecting his newest psychotic patient. If he had a pair of glasses, he would’ve purposefully slid them from his face and idly chewed on the earpiece.

      Molly shook her head. “Odd. Funky. People acting weird. I saw lights—” Then she stopped, like she wanted to say more but didn’t want to say it. Or she’d said more than she wanted to, period. Either way, she seemed to be hiding something.

      But Jimmy, even though this was an eighth grader he was conversing with, had to maintain the upper hand in the conversation. He was the hero, after all. So he stroked his chin and nodded, like he completely understood what she meant but didn’t say.

      Clancy snapped his fingers. “That was your loud mouth that took out all the rodents and cats and dogs? Man, you’ve got some pipes.”

      It almost looked like Molly was ashamed as she turned away, using her doll to cover her face. “You saw that?” she whispered.

      “Of course we did. More like heard it,” Jimmy acknowledged. “I was on the verge of performing some great heroic feats to save the day when you stepped in.”

      Molly replied, “Looked more like you two were about to get your heads handed to you. There’re things going on I don’t understand. Weird things. Like, how was I able to scream and do that? And just what was that thing you were fighting?”

      Jimmy threw a smug smile that said, I know something you don’t even though you’re older than me. “Clearly you’ve never played Boy Battles Bot or any RPG video game, or you’d immediately recognize what’s been happening. See, my superior skills were learned through marathon episodes of battling countless otherworldly foes. Aliens, mutants, gun-slinging bounty hunters, unknowable amoebas from the X Dimension, robots, alien slash robot cyborgs, the list goes on.”

      During this short speech, Molly listened intently as she held her filthy doll next to her head. She nodded a couple of times. “That might explain what happened when I found the little firefly bug.”

      “What? What? You’ve met the alien firefly?” Jimmy asked, astonished. Never in a hundred years did he ever think there was more out in the world like him. On some level, he felt a little disappointed that he wasn’t special in the way he’d thought. That two-timing alien firefly.

      “Do you have a backpack?” Jimmy asked. This would tell him if she was as legit as him.

      She shook her head. “Nuh-uh. I got lost. I was walking in some woods next to our summer house when something crashed nearby. I thought it was a piece of a plane, a wheel or a flap. Or frozen sewage. I saw this TV special once that talked about—”

      “You have woods next to your house?” Clancy interrupted. “Can we go there?”

      But Molly, after an eye roll and shake of her head, continued, “I went to see if I could get a souvenir but instead found a firefly. It talked to me and sprinkled some kind of bug dust over this.” She clutched her necklace, which looked like dime-store jewelry with a charm shaped like a megaphone. She also held up her hubcap. “The bug told me I had to go to Apple Valley and help save the world. That’s when things got really weird.”

      Jimmy nodded, still perturbed at the alien firefly. “Wow, that’s an incredibly mediocre backstory. But we’ve got to get to Orange Valley. That’s where we”—he pointed from himself to Max to Clancy—“have to save the world.”

      “She’s gotta go this way.” Clancy pointed to the left with his right hand. “And we’ve gotta go this way.” He pointed to the right with his left. “We’re in a pickle.”

      “Shut up, Clancy,” Jimmy said, the sour look on his face not needing explanation. He thought for a moment.

      It wasn’t unheard of for party members to find the group. Not typical, but not unheard of. If he remembered his history correctly, Lucy Strangewater stumbled across Little Doug in Boy Battles Bot during his hour of need. That could be considered her finding him.

      And then, didn’t Molly stumble upon them in their hour of need? Although Jimmy really didn’t think they needed her.

      Maybe he shouldn’t be so quick to bow up against Big Mouth Molly. After all, her uncanny screech power, or whatever she called it, had helped them out in a pinch.

      “I just came down here,” Molly said, looking around the sewer in disgust, “to hide from all the weirdness going on in Orange Valley. Then a squirrel stole Abigail.” She held up her doll and waved one of her arms in the air like saying “hi.” “I followed it but then got cornered by other squirrels. Then I screamed at the top of my lungs.”

      “And what a set of lungs you have,” Clancy remarked as he leaned against the wall and smiled at her.

      “Okay, I’m not sure what that’s supposed to mean,” Jimmy said as he gave Clancy a questioning glance. “But me being the hero of this group, and hence the natural-born leader, I’ve decided you can join us, Big Mouth Molly.”

      “I said my name’s Molly Jones. Like the song. And I don’t know about all this alien stuff,” Molly said, hesitating. She looked down at Max, who’d decided at some point to curl up into a ball at her feet.

      “Yeah, it’s epic,” Clancy added. “We go all over the place, beating up people and doing crazy stuff. We were even talking about knocking over a bank.”

      “What?” Jimmy said, aghast anyone would suggest a world-saving hero such as himself could think of anything so lawless, and so 1800-ish. “No. An alien enemy is headed to Earth to wipe out our way of life and build an alien world, laying over our defeated society and rotting corpses a technologically advanced civilization. Like any world-conquering intergalactic being, it has already sent its scouts and low-level minions to set the stage. Prepare the landing zone. We just defeated one, the dogcatcher, a rogue animal control officer. We’ve also defeated a mad scientist robot with laser-beam eyes.”

      “Wow, that’s all really weird stuff, too,” Molly said. She looked at her doll. “Wouldn’t you say so, Abigail?” Then she stood quiet for a moment or two as she contemplated Jimmy’s offer. She mouthed something to her filthy doll and then shook her filthy doll in response.

      Then, with a mild shrug, she said, “Yeah, okay. I’ll play along with whatever’s going on. Beats wandering around in these sewers.”

      With that Jimmy had a boost in his confidence and leadership ability.

      Perhaps the alien firefly knew what it was doing after all. Quite possibly it traveled around the world, looking for the best candidates to save the world. And Jimmy would be in charge of the world-saving crew. Something like the Justice Legion of Superheroes, the gritty anti-superhero four-part miniseries on Channel 56. His favorite was the third episode, in which Man-Spider made a guest appearance.

      Being the hero/leader was a heavy burden to bear, but Jimmy was up for the challenge. Like Little Doug said when the mysterious medicine man at the local casino filled him in on what needed to be done to save the universe, not just anyone can save the universe.

      “Come on, Max,” Jimmy said as he patted his leg. Max looked up at Molly, stood, yawned, then kicked at his left ear. When finished, he walked over to his master.

      With a deep breath and his slugger resting on his shoulder, Jimmy started off in the direction opposite the boss lair, into the sewer tunnels. The others fell in a couple of steps behind him.

      Jimmy had been thinking about his world-traveling music. He needed to mix it up a bit so that he could have eerie dungeon-crawling tunes. But not too eerie.

      After thirty feet Clancy began cackling. Another few feet then he blurted out, “Hey, Naked, that girl’s doll is kinda creepy, isn’t it?”

      “I’m standing a foot from you,” Molly spit out.

      But obviously that didn’t stop Clancy, too dense to realize he was playing with fire. “I mean, who’d want to own a crappy-looking doll like that? And don’t get me started on that name. Abigail. I wouldn’t name—”

      Without warning Molly slammed her balled fist into Clancy’s stomach. His breath leaped from his lungs with a gigantic whoosh. He doubled over with a painful huff, clutching his bony chest. A couple of seconds later he toppled over to the floor. His sandal slid off into a water puddle. “Man down. Man down,” he gasped.

      Clutching her doll, Molly strode past him and continued on in the sewer tunnel.

      “Yes… I think Big Mouth Molly will fit in just fine,” Jimmy said in a low voice as he watched his sidekick writhe on the damp floor.

      “The name’s Molly Jones. Like the song,” came a loud, shrill voice from the darkness.

      “What song?” Jimmy said as he followed her.
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      It didn’t take more than a half hour of wandering in the sewers for Molly to say to Jimmy, “You really have no clue where you’re going, do you? I thought you said your little video games prepared you for this.”

      He couldn’t help but reel from the snotty tone in her voice.

      For the most part Clancy had recovered from the blindside attack. He was limping and had fallen a few steps behind. Jimmy didn’t know if he was still feeling the punch or if his soaked sandal had begun wearing his foot raw. And really, Jimmy didn’t care. He glanced back at the two.

      Clancy smirked. “Ha, she’s backseat driving. Just like Mom,” he said to Jimmy as he used his flyswatter as some type of cane, even though it wasn’t touching the ground.

      Molly shot Clancy a death stare but didn’t say anything.

      Apparently Jimmy’s sidekick had some type of death wish, similar to the teens in Too Young To Bite The Dust. Reckless in carefree youthful abandon, the high school jocks and backup cheerleaders ended up chumming the quaint town lake. Only when Henry Miles, the local pawnshop owner, gutted a catfish and found a class ring inside did the town realize what had happened to their football team. Henry sold the ring to a local museum for a huge profit.

      If Clancy wanted to keep goading Big Mouth Molly and get his fool head kicked in, then that was fine with Jimmy.

      But he wouldn’t admit he was lost to the girl. He just needed to get his bearings, as underground spelunkers would say. But with the chatter coming from behind him, that was getting more difficult.

      In the last fifteen minutes of mindless walking, he’d stopped at a junction point and, after eyeing his options, decided on a particular route. “Hmm. Let’s take this way,” he’d piped out in a cheery voice. “It’s not the way out, but let’s investigate.”

      The ruse was to make it seem like he was exploring, and if he just so happened to find the exit, well then, all the better.

      For the most part, Clancy followed along like a good sidekick, pretty oblivious to anything. He spent most of his time digging in his ear with his pinky or working on some lame lyrics to an equally lame song for his pretend Screaming Mandrills band with no members.

      But Big Mouth Molly was different, Jimmy reasoned as he eyed her from the corner of his eyeballs. Only a few minutes into her joining the party and she was already complaining. Clearly questioning his authority.

      Her next step would probably be trying to take over the group. Maybe even stab him in the back. Good thing he had Max along to watch his six.

      Pausing, he stooped down to rub his neck. “Keep an eye on her,” he whispered into his dog’s floppy ear. “Don’t be afraid to lunge for her jugular if she gets out of hand.”

      Max responded by sneezing, then licked the top of Jimmy’s shoe.

      Suddenly a rumble echoed from above.

      “Is that thunder?” Molly asked, looking at the tunnel ceiling.

      A nearby storm drain covered with a heavy ironwork grille gave them the answer. Fat raindrops came chunking in through the grille like a giant with a bad lisp, wearing braces, was reading a book.

      Clancy stood underneath the drain as the chunking drops quickly became a steady stream. He stuck out his tongue and caught filthy gutter water on it.

      “What if it floods?” he asked as he pulled a leaf from his mouth. “What if it floods and we’re stuck down here and can’t get out then we drown in misery and no one finds us for a hundred years? Then some futuristic construction guy digs up our bones and builds a dinosaur and then makes a fortune showing us as a roadside attraction for jet-car-driving people.”

      Jimmy felt he’d seen that plot in some low-budget movie before, but couldn’t remember the name. It was probably the second feature of the Saturday late night double feature on Channel 56. He tended to fall asleep during those.

      “Don’t be crazy,” Jimmy said. “These underground water cities are made for water. They never flood.”

      But Molly shook her head. “My feet are getting wetter.” She held up a pink and sparkling Glo Bright slip-on jelly shoe.

      When Jimmy looked at the floor, he could see a couple of extra inches of standing water already. And his keen eyes could see it rising, micro centimeter by micro centimeter.

      “It’s flooding!” Jimmy screamed.

      New panic rose in him as he imagined Max’s skeleton dog head being used as the dinosaur’s head.

      He bolted down the tunnel they were in, hoping to find a way out. The group followed.

      After they went just a few feet, it seemed like water was pouring from every crack in the ceiling. It ran down walls and sounded like they were underneath a raging ocean.

      “It sounds like we’re under an ocean,” Jimmy yelled, but he didn’t know if they heard him over the roar.

      Already he had to high-step just to move forward, sloshing through dirty water. His scrawny legs churned and he found himself gasping for air. If he was this affected by running through the rising water, he was sure Clancy, and probably Molly too, was floundering.

      Fortunately, Max could dog-paddle.

      He turned a corner, which appeared like any other sewer tunnel. Before he knew it, water was up to his belt loops. Taking hold of Max, his dog half clung to him, half swam.

      “I hate to say this, but I can’t swim. Mummy said it was a pedestrian distraction,” he clearly heard Molly say from behind him. It didn’t surprise him that her voice could be heard over an ocean.

      Twice he lost his footing. Fortunately last summer he’d taken the entry-level water-treading class that the local prison put on every summer. It was part of their Bad People, Good Classes program. He was able to gain his footing with the skill of a Navy water commando.

      Then, before him, another twenty feet ahead, he saw a metal rung ladder. One end led up into a narrow shaft. Hazy ambient light came from the shaft along with rain.

      “Here,” he said with one last leap, clutching onto a rung.

      Clancy splashed his way to the ladder and grabbed hold. “I guess we’re not going to become a roadside attraction.”

      He started up the ladder when Jimmy said, “Take Max.”

      As if his loyal companion knew exactly what his master meant, Max climbed onto Clancy’s back, clutching his pleather jacket. The dog held on as Clancy made his way up the ladder.

      Molly came next as Jimmy motioned for her to begin climbing. Without a second to mull the idea over, Molly began scaling the ladder as she tried to keep a handle on her doll and hubcap.

      “No, Abigail!” she screamed as her nasty doll slipped from her grasp.

      “I’ve got it. Keep going,” Jimmy said as he caught the doll before it hit the water. His swift action even astonished him at that moment. He shoved the doll inside his backpack. Then he ran a strap around his slugger handle so that it dangled from his backpack, freeing his hands.

      “Sayonara. It’s been a blast,” Jimmy said, mimicking Blaze as he flew away into the sunset in a stolen luxury/bomber jet with an onboard chef. He’d just made a several-kiloton nuclear deposit on Doctor Sunset’s once hidden Canadian island hideaway. A smooth Burro Perezoso clenched in his perfect teeth, the chef’s supermodel daughter resting in his arms.

      Then Jimmy climbed the ladder to the surface.
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            A Great Big Dull Day

          

        

      

    

    
      Jimmy wiggled from the storm drain, clawing and scraping his way from the narrow muck-clogged opening. Desperately clutching the slick metal rungs, he imagined this was pretty close to how the DeadWalkers felt as those haunting undead rose from their ghoulish dirt homes in Boot Hill Cemetery. He scrambled to his feet and picked slimy waterlogged leaves and branches from his clothes.

      Once free of the larger clinging gelatinous globs of muck, he looked around.

      He stood on a completely unimpressive roadway in pouring rain. Tons of potholes, clearly the work of the lowest bidder, were gouged in the asphalt blacktop, full of standing water. Curbside streams rushed away road trash. The sky was dark with low-hanging, wet clouds. Jimmy couldn’t see more than a few feet away.

      A great big dull day, if he ever saw one.

      This was probably what it would be like for survivors of the last world war. Duped by some rogue artificial superintelligence, all sides simultaneously launched their nuclear arsenals, nuking the world into one monstrous marble of blue glass. The end of everything as we know it.

      And a handful of citizens who’d sought refuge underground emerged to find their old ways of life blasted away. No more lattes and fancy food such as caviar and spaghetti. Then came the bitter game of survival.

      Once friendly neighbors, now brutal competitors in a winner-take-all game of Eat Your Neighbor Or Be Eaten. It would give a whole new meaning to a hunger game.

      A million post-apocalyptic shows played out this scenario.

      Jimmy’s crew—as he thought of his group—had already moved to a nearby bus stop shelter of graffitied plexiglass and a warped bench seat. A bus stop similar to the one Jimmy and Clancy had used before.

      They huddled together under the slanted, corrugated roof. Max was shaking rain off his fur. Jimmy sprinted over to them, wondering why they always found themselves huddling under bus stops.

      “Where are we?” Jimmy asked. “Looks like America after the collapse of everything. The dying gasp of a civilization that was too trusting of robots,” he added, thinking of Bring on the Singularity, a new AI movie filmed in old-school style.

      “We’re just south of Orange Valley,” Molly said as he approached. Her head was to the side, and she was wringing out her long hair, which looked like something he’d seen a stray cat spit up once. “Wow. You actually got us out of that sewer. And here I thought you were just some baby.” She wrapped her thin sleeveless arms around herself and shivered with each rainy gust.

      The compliment caught Jimmy by surprise. Somewhat stupefied, he waited for the punchline. But there was none. Molly just stood there, shivering. She seemed genuine. Jimmy looked to Clancy.

      He sat on the bench, his sandal slipped off, wringing out a soaked and muddy sock. Water collected and ran off his pleather.

      As Jimmy thought of Molly’s compliment, he had to be honest with himself. Sometimes he did things for his own reasons.

      But at that moment in the sewer, all he knew was his crew was in peril of drowning. Possibly becoming a roadside attraction. But him being the hero and the leader, he knew it was up to him to step up.

      Apparently his Man-Spider sense of direction had finally paid off in finding the exit. Also, all the binging of Boy Battles Bot had paid off in spades. Too bad Dad wasn’t here to see his superior management skills.

      Jimmy wanted to let his group know just how awesome he was as the world-saving, enemy-destroying hero. But before he could say a word, his pocket vibrated.

      He slipped his cell from it, completely forgotten up till now since it had been out of order in the sewer.

      It chimed like a digital songbird as his cell got back on whatever alien network it’d been on. The alien-firefly free app cranked out notification after notification.

      
        
        Warning, enemies approaching!

        Warning, many tiny enemies approaching!

        Congratulations! You annihilated the tiny enemies!

        Warning, many, many enemies approaching! And a boss! [an angry face emoticon]

        Major props, you destroyed an alien boss!

        Your skills are increasing!

        This is momentous. You have a new team member!

      

      

      Then, this made Jimmy think of his résumé. He unhooked his denim flaming-bat backpack from his wet shoulders and dug inside.

      “Gah!” Jimmy exclaimed as he recoiled. Instead of pulling out his notebook, he’d inadvertently grabbed Molly’s soggy and disgusting doll, Abigail.

      “There you are,” Molly said as she snatched her toy from Jimmy’s grasp. She looked it sternly in the eye and smoothed the doll’s nasty hair back in place. “I said you couldn’t swim. I don’t know why you disobeyed me. You always disobey me. I’m getting tired of your shenanigans.”

      Jimmy’s eyes went wide as he thought perhaps his newest teammate was bat-poop crazy. Off her rocker. He looked at Clancy to see if he noticed Big Mouth verbally punishing her ugly doll.

      But no. Obviously Clancy was too absorbed with running his flyswatter over his sock, using his new weapon as some type of sock press. Not quite as insane as Molly talking to her doll, but he wasn’t far behind.

      Little Doug had to make the best of bad situations. It was common knowledge every sidekick had clear weaknesses. After all, if a sidekick was as virtually weakness-free as a hero, then they wouldn’t be a sidekick now, would they.

      It all made perfect sense to Jimmy. His goal was to use his sidekicks the best way he could, despite their weaknesses. Maybe he’d jot that down for his dad. It sounded pretty wise and managerial.

      Dipping his hand back in his backpack, Jimmy pulled out his spiral notebook, careful to keep it from the dripping path of kamikaze raindrops that made it through the bus stop’s cheaply-put-together metal roofing.

      First he flipped to his shopping list, now his inventory:

      
        
        Aqua Do (1 can, 1/2 full)

        Bananas (4)

        Tie-dyed Numbers Bandana

        Box of Band-X bandages (10 count)

        Cheez-O crackers (1/2 box)

        El Munchos, Nacho Cheese (almost full)

        El Munchos Tortilla Chips (1/8 bag)

        Incognito glasses

        Orange notebook w/stubby pencil

        Piece of alien weapon

        Toothbrush

        Uncle Gus’ Old Thyme Root Beer (7 bottles)

        Water bottle

      

      

      His inventory had grown, which meant… Jimmy’s tiny heart raced as he flipped past his inventory to his résumé, or stat sheet as thirty-year-old tabletop RPG gamers living in mom’s basement would call it.

      The anticipation reminded him of his birthday when he got his first set of plastic brass knuckles. It was from the Boy Battles Bot Little Doug weapon line. But of course he’d never use them on people, like it clearly stated on the packaging: Not for use on people.

      All thoughts of brass knuckles left his mind as he saw his sheet and virtually every stat glowing with a green +1. Smash was now 5, Cleverness at 6. His Defense jumped to 4, and holy cow, his Humility went to 1! That increase must be because he hadn’t told his team about what he thought of his leadership skills, rescuing them from the sewer. So he decided to keep it to himself.

      Clancy must’ve seen his excitement as he quickly thrust his bone-white foot back into his wet sock, which now stretched about double its original length like a ten-year-old elastic band on a husky middle schooler’s favorite pair of underwear. Clancy strapped his sandal on before saying, “Whatcha got there, Jimmy old pal? The résumés?”

      “Résumés?” Molly said questioningly, looking from Jimmy to Clancy.

      “Oh man, is it ever!” Jimmy exclaimed. “I’m practically in another alien-bashing tax bracket. Maybe in the top 10%.” Enthusiastically he handed Clancy the crumpled paper with his résumé.

      “Whoa, momma! These are off the charts epic!” Clancy declared as he eyed his sheet. Then he began a little shuffling dance, which Jimmy would’ve given a C minus if he had to grade it. Even grading on a curve.

      The curious bug must’ve latched onto Molly’s brain stem because she sidled close to Clancy. She peered over his shoulder. “What are those?”

      “They’re résumés. They tell us what we’re good at,” Jimmy explained. Then, caught up in the moment, he decided since Molly was a part of the team, she needed a résumé too.

      He flipped to a new page and put her name at the top. Then thinking about what she brought to the table, he scribbled Hubcap Defense on the paper. Maybe she could use the piece of automobile trash to block something. A shield of some sort, or a dinner plate if they were lost in the woods and needed a dinner plate.

      He wasn’t sure which way to go on it, so he gave her a 0.

      But there was something to be said for her loud voice and how that angry girl voice had shattered all the dogcatcher’s mechanical alien pets. No doubt that piercing wail had to be her special attack. Like his awesome Nuclear Smash special attack or Clancy’s kinda lame Rainbow Blast, which sounded like a new ice cream flavor.

      For Molly’s special attack, he put Uncanny Screech.

      Then her talking caught his attention. She’d begun a conversation with her ugly, tattered doll. It sounded like Molly was explaining to her how public transit worked. She was showing Abigail the torn and faded bus schedule, explaining how the green line led downtown while the red went past the local orchards.

      Quickly Jimmy jotted down Sanity on Molly’s résumé, followed by a question mark. He snickered as he wrote this.

      “Done,” he said as he closed his notebook and pushed his pencil through the wire spine. “Congratulations, you now have a résumé.” He gave a light clap.

      But instead of being grateful, Molly gave him a disapproving look that was the opposite of grateful. “Those ain’t résumés. I’ve seen hundreds of ’em. People are always leaving them for Daddy. Everyone wants to work for him. Résumés are just lipstick-on-a-pig lies. That’s what Daddy says.” Her head lifted and her pointy jaw jutted, like she just laid a smackdown of pure corporate truth.

      “No,” Jimmy insisted. “Résumés are the working man’s ticket that will lift him from the cubicles of mediocrity to upper middle management.”

      The whole time Molly shook her head. “I see you’re just another drone hoping to ride the coattails of corporate trailblazers.”

      Jimmy knew he couldn’t win, because he wasn’t really sure what she meant. An unsettling feeling came over him. As he eyed his newest team member, he knew from her words that there was more to this person she called “Daddy.” It was clear this person could be The Man Jimmy’s dad had cursed so often while alone in his garage, pretending to keep busy. Jimmy’s room was next to it, so he could hear every naughty and illicit word.

      This new knowledge of Big Mouth Molly changed everything, though. Like the stay-at-home mom in Martians in Red Saucers said when she discovered two-foot-high aliens had ransacked her home and soiled her clean laundry, this changed everything.

      Clancy shook his head as he handed his creased résumé back. “Are we finished with the socioeconomic debate? I never thought—oh, look, a carnival.”

      An advert was taped to one of the bus stop’s plexiglass walls. Clancy moved in close and wiped trickles of water away to read it.

      “The carnival. Willy’s Big Top Carnival of Wonders,” he read in a slow, unpleasant voice. “Remember April Baxter, the girl slung out of the Tilting Whirler? I guess ole Willy finished paying off his occupational health fine.”

      His eyes continued scanning the flyer; then he laughed in a particularly annoying way. “At the bottom it says, ‘lots of clowns!’ That’s funny.”

      Jimmy shuddered inwardly. Clowns were no laughing matter.

      Images of ButtonNose, the homicidal unemployed clown in Clowns Laugh Last, flashed through his mind in red, gory detail. As his heart and all the connecting tissue wanted to crawl from his throat, he had to swallow hard to keep his guts inside. Why did he ever decide to watch Channel 56’s made-straight-for-cable movie about a rampaging circus performer.

      He was young… and foolish, you might say.

      Jimmy tried to ignore Clancy, who’d pulled the flyer off the wall and hovered over it like a prisoner of war would hold onto his prize gruel spoon he’d carved from his former bunkmate’s leg bone. He snickered to himself as he read it.

      “Yeah, the carnival’s in town,” Molly said with zero enthusiasm. “Mummy said I wouldn’t like the carnival because it smells like throw-up and minimum wage.”

      “Where is it?” Jimmy asked, his seemingly innocent curiosity serving a selfish purpose.

      Molly peered through the rain to the left, then right. After consulting with Abigail, who apparently disagreed with her because of their heated arguing whispers, she pointed to the northeast. “Over there, just outside town.”

      “Oh, okay,” Jimmy said merrily, playing it off. No matter where his alien-firefly app would lead him to get to the next piece of weapon, he would be sure to steer around that carnival, that itinerant gateway to all things unholy.

      Clancy guffawed. “Look, here it says, ‘more clowns than you can imagine. An explosion of clowns!!’ Ha, there are two exclamation marks after clowns. Not just one, but two. They must be serious about how many clowns they have.”

      The Grim Reaper, in a new and pressed black burlap robe with no trace of lint or cat fur, Death Scythe blade sharpened wickedly on a hellfire chunk of flint and the scythe’s wooden handle coated in a fresh layer of mahogany stain, reached across the ancient galaxy and countless dimensions and, with its bony, arthritic skeletal finger that could still the hearts of the bravest men (and women, because Jimmy was all about equal opportunity), scratched Jimmy’s eternal soul. He withered.

      His knees buckled and he dropped to the wet ground, completely overwhelmed by the clown talk. “I need my therapy slash service dog,” Jimmy said in a mousy voice.

      Truth be told, Max had failed service dog training at the local nationwide chain pet food and accessory store, We Love Mutts. Not just once, but twice. Mom said it was because he probably had some type of dog attention deficit disorder and couldn’t focus. A doggie-school dropout. Dad said it was because his résumé wasn’t strong enough.

      But Jimmy knew Max didn’t need no stinking paper to say he was qualified to be a therapy/service dog.

      “Wait. Where’s Max?” Jimmy asked, suddenly realizing his most loyal friend in the world was gone. He spun his head around searching for him.

      “Who’s Max?” Clancy said as he folded the flyer and stuffed it in his pocket.

      “His dog,” Molly said. “Yeah, where is he?” She hoisted Abigail into the air so that her doll could scan the area.

      Clancy shrugged his thin shoulders. “Oh, your mutt. I saw him go that way a bit ago.”

      “No,” Jimmy whimpered as he shook his head in disbelief. He stared off into the rainy distance, to where Clancy was pointing. It just so happened to be the exact direction Molly had pointed to a moment ago. The direction of Willy’s Big Top Carnival of Wonders. And the explosion of clowns.

      Somewhere in this great big dull day, the Grim Reaper in a lint-free robe and polished Death Scythe laughed maniacally as it put on a red rubber nose.
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      We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book. Follow this link: Boy Battles Bot to be directed to the book’s Amazon product page to leave your review.

      Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.
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      You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting www.subscribepage.com/AethonReadersGroup and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive three full books completely Free as our thanks to you.
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      Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors? Join our Discord server today and be a part of the Aethon community.
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