
FLASH

VIRUS

OMNIBUS

A YOUNG ADULT NOVEL

BY

STEVE VERNON

Stark Raven Press

2016


Table of Contents

Title Page

Flash Virus Omnibus

Chapter One – How Does High School Suck , Let Me Count the Ways

Chapter Two – The Truth About Being Sixteen – whether you believe it or not

Chapter Three – Holy Freaking Rambo

Chapter Four - Weird, Strange and Scary

Chapter Five - A Buzz Full of Fireflies

Chapter Six – In Which I Surprise Captain Albino

Chapter Seven - The Goopy Parts

Chapter Eight – The Slow Buzzing Reek of Death

Chapter Nine – Captain Albino’s Missing Fingerprints

Chapter Ten – A Second Slice of Scary Pizza

Chapter Eleven – In Which I Give Thanks

Chapter Twelve - A Promise With Teeth

Chapter Thirteen - It Sure Beat A Broken Arm

Chapter Fourteen - A Visit from Santa Claus

Chapter Fifteen – Drive By Bowling Ball

Chapter Sixteen – A Big Fat Bubble of Murder

Chapter Seventeen – Sledge Hammers and Flashlights

Chapter Eighteen – Happy Place Bath Time

Chapter Nineteen – Captain Albino Wake-Up Fart

Chapter Twenty – A Long Deep Forever Swallow

Chapter Twenty One - Godzilla Morning Wake-up Call

Chapter Twenty Two – Waiting for Peanut Butter

Chapter Twenty Three - A Billion and One Karate Chops

Chapter Twenty Four - The Price of a Jelly Sandwich

Chapter Twenty Five - Freaking Zombie Call Centre Employees

Chapter Twenty Six - Rock and Roll Hootchy-Who?

Chapter Twenty Seven - A Big Happy Haystack Monster

Chapter Twenty Eight – A Happy Haystack Monster

Chapter Twenty Nine - A Recruiting Drive for the Toy Making Elves

Chapter Thirty – Learning our Lessons

Chapter Thirty One - Punching Horses

Chapter Thirty Two - Under the Twittering Yellow Light

Chapter Thirty Three – Talking Head in a Loo Built For Two

Chapter Thirty-Four – The Sweet Stink of Sweat Sock Stew

Chapter Thirty Five – Long Distance Worry

Chapter Thirty Six – Infinity Times Pi-r-squared-impossible

Chapter Thirty Seven – A Cold Box Cutter Grin

Chapter Thirty Eight – One Hundred Kinds of Slow and Stupid

Chapter Thirty Nine - Flypaper, Fruit Flies and Futility

Chapter Forty - The whole flood of yesterdays running back

Chapter Forty One - Zombies are Pretty Freaking Cool

Chapter Forty Two - B is for Birthday Candles

Chapter Forty Three - Sometimes You Need a Story To Dream By

Chapter Forty Four - Midnight Cell Phone Collect Call

Chapter Forty Five – What Needs Doing Generally Gets Done

Chapter Forty Six – Facing the Cage

Chapter Forty Seven – The Escape That Wasn’t

Chapter Forty Eight – The Ambush

Chapter Forty Nine – The Final Test

Chapter Fifty – Uncle Winston’s Gasoline Puddle Pipe Smoke

Chapter Fifty One – Meeting Horton Lake

Chapter Fifty Two – Darwin Would Have Laughed For Joy

Chapter Fifty Three – Captain Albino Nuclear Beatdown

Chapter Fifty Four – The Unbearable Suckitude of Bitter Defeat

Chapter Fifty Five – The World’s Grossest Halloween Mask

Chapter Fifty Six – There Is Another

Chapter Fifty Seven – Carver Bigfoot Battle Royal

Chapter Fifty Eight – Captain Albino Stops Fooling Around

Chapter Fifty Nine – Nobody Turns Down A Double Dog Turd Dare

Chapter Sixty – Waking Up To Smell The Cow Turds

Sign up for Steve Vernon's Mailing List

Further Reading: The Tatterdemon Omnibus

Also By Steve Vernon

What People Are Saying About Steve Vernon

"If Harlan Ellison, Richard Matheson and Robert Bloch had a three-way sex romp in a hot tub, and then a team of scientists came in and filtered out the water and mixed the leftover DNA into a test tube, the resulting genetic experiment would most likely grow up into Steve Vernon." – Bookgasm

"Steve Vernon is something of an anomaly in the world of horror literature. He's one of the freshest new voices in the genre although his career has spanned twenty years. Writing with a rare swagger and confidence, Steve Vernon can lead his readers through an entire gamut of emotions from outright fear and repulsion to pity and laughter." - Cemetery Dance

"Armed with a bizarre sense of humor, a huge amount of originality, a flair for taking risks and a strong grasp of characterization - Steve's got the chops for sure." - Dark Discoveries

“Steve Vernon is a hard writer to pin down. And that’s a good thing.” – Dark Scribe Magazine

"This genre needs new blood and Steve Vernon is quite a transfusion." –Edward Lee, author of FLESH GOTHIC and CITY INFERNAL

“Steve Vernon is one of the finest new talents of horror and dark fiction" - Owl Goingback, author of CROTA

"Steve Vernon was born to write. He's the real deal and we're lucky to have him." - Richard Chizmar

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One – How Does High School Suck , Let Me Count the Ways
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SO AS NEAR AS I COULD tell the end of the world began roughly about the time that Billy Carver’s butt rang for Santa Claus about halfway through the War of 1812.

All right – so his butt didn’t really ring – but the brand new cell phone that he was carrying in his butt pocket went off awfully sudden and unexpected.

It was absolutely the weirdest ring tone that I had ever heard – kind of like a crossbred mix tape of rap-music-gargling and stained-church-glass-yodeling but I recognized the tune right off.

There wasn’t a kid on the planet who didn’t know that tune.

The tune was Santa Claus Is Coming To Town.

You know – better not pout and checking his list twice, watching when we’re sleeping – which is really kind of creepy when you stop and think about some fat old bearded man peeping at kids in their Sponge Bob Square Pants pajamas – not to mention that whole bit about rooty-toot-toot and rummy-tum-tum.

Whatever the heck that meant.

In any case, that was the tune that Billy Carver’s butt was playing - which – when you think about it is a pretty weird tune to hear playing in the middle of the month of May – even if it was coming from a free butt-covered cell phone – which each of us had been given by a guy in a pair of fish bowl sunglasses.

Which I’ll tell you about in just a little bit.

Right now we are talking about Billy Carver’s butt.

Mind you – I was not looking at Billy Carver’s butt when his cell phone rang.

That’d be just weird.

Maybe not as weird as Santa Claus peeping – but weird just the same.

What I was actually looking at – the same way as I had looked at it for five days a week and nine months of the year for the last entire decade - was the classroom wall clock.

In fact, as far as I can calculate I have been sitting here for about a hundred years or so – give or take a glacial millennium - just waiting for that lunch bell to ring – even though I knew that we had thirty-two minutes and twenty-one and a half seconds before the lunch bell was actually supposed to ring.

It turns out that lunch bell wasn’t ever going to ring.

Not in the way that I expected it to.

Not unless you count the way that it rang when it hit the floor later that morning after being shot from off of the gymnasium wall by one of Captain Albino’s headphone-wearing stormtroopers.

But I’ll tell you about that a little bit later on too.

You don’t want to rush into the end of the world.

You want to take your time.

But first - I really ought to introduce myself before we get much further into this story.

My name is Briar Gamble – and if you want to know the complete honest truth – I have been waiting for a bell of some sort to go off for the last ten years or so – ever since that first horrible day when Dad had looked up from his Pac Man coffee mug in the middle of a Bugs Bunny cartoon that I had seen at least fifteen times before and had said those thirteen terrible words to me – “Well Briar, I guess you are old enough to go to school now.”

That was way back in grade primary – but even then I knew that there were about thirty million other places in the known and unknown galaxy that I would rather be living in than sitting here in some funky old classroom listening to one teacher or another spouting off about algebra, grammar and the War of 1812.

I just didn’t belong here.

I knew that – even back in grade primary.

I knew that before the first homework assignment got handed out – and forgotten.

I knew that before the first bully had ever wedgied my underwear up about three degrees beyond the pooping zone.

I knew that like I knew my very own name.

Which was Briar Gamble – in case you weren’t reading too closely, seven paragraphs back. My Dad said that he and Mom had named me after a weed – on account of the way I had sprouted up where I wasn’t supposed to be – whatever that was supposed to mean.

That guy sitting across from me? That little fellow, with his hair poked up like a hay stack that can’t spell “comb” if his life depended on it and that freckly bent up nose, slightly running? That’s my buddy Jemmy Daniels. His real name is Jeremiah but we all call him Jemmy on account of Jeremiah has about three too many syllables. Jemmy is my best friend – which is another way of saying that his head had been swirly-dunked nearly as often in the boy’s room toilet bowl as I had been – by Billy Carver and his so-called friends.

Jemmy had one short-coming.

Jemmy actually liked going to school.

Which was weird.

I don’t really know why I hated going to school so very much. I always have. It was like I was born hating it.

Nearly everyone else in the school seemed to be getting along all right – or else maybe they just took a while to catch on to the fact that school just plain sucked – but I knew that school sucked and high school sucked even worse than that. 

I knew it just as soon as somebody first tried to teach me poetry.

Which was way worse than the War of 1812.

I mean – what is poetry? You say a bunch of words together, try and rhyme them, throw in the occasional thee and thou and you don’t really have to make sense if you don’t want to. You just say something like – “That bird flutter-pating upon yonder branch, don’t it make thou heart flutter too?”

I mean what is that supposed to mean?

Do you want to hear me read you some poetry?

Here goes.

How much does high school suck – let me count the ways.

Infinity one.

High school long-weekend-homework sucked.

Infinity two.

High school pop-math-quiz sucked.

Infinity squared – thee, thou and thine – divine apple rind.

Do you really need me to go on?

The truth to tell – going to high school sucked about as hard as all of the vacuum cleaners in the whole wide world being simultaneously flushed down a billion backed-up toilet bowls into the hugest black hole in the known entire universe.

Amen.

So when that brand new free cell phone in Billy Carver’s back butt pocket went off in class like it was an alarm clock attached to some incredibly dangerous and life-threatening nuclear time bomb – halfway through Old Man Jenkins boring-as-peed-on-pencil-shavings lecture on the War of 1812 – I was absolutely ready for it.

I whole-heartedly welcomed the strange Christmas-sounding ring tone as a brief but happy diversion from the wall full of absolute and undeniable suckitude that I had been driving headlong at for the last ten years.

Namely, school.

“Well are you going to answer that?” Old Man Jenkins asked Billy Carver. “It might be awfully important – like maybe the President of the United States of America calling you up to ask you what time it is.”

Billy Carver smiled at Old Man Jenkins – like he didn’t even realize that Jenkins was just being sarcastic. I don’t know why teachers always think that they have got to talk to us kids that way – like we were too dumb and stupid to get their jokes – but they’ve been talking to us that way ever since cavemen first figured out how to fart.

And all we could do was sit there and grin.

Billy Carver was awfully good at grinning. He had that sort of a way of grinning a half-crooked sharp little sneer like he knew that he was going to be the first one of us boys to lose his virginity and most likely with the prettiest girl in school – rather than the blind, deaf and chronically stupid and most-likely figment-of-imaginary girl who might possibly get close enough for me to even think about grinning at.

Face facts.

Unless I was maybe the last boy in the universe and happened to be sitting beside the last girl in the universe and she was so completely bored out of her mind that she couldn’t think of anything better to do than to let me have my way with her – I figured I was doomed to a state of perpetual virginity until somebody shot me with a bullet of you-poor-dumb-numb-nut.

Billy Carver didn’t have that problem.

Billy Carver wore that grin of his like a lucky rabbit’s foot. He wore it like he was laughing out loud behind his back at the whole wide universe. He wore it like everyone just had to like him – like he hadn’t swish-dunked my head in the boy’s room toilet bowl just last week for the thirteenth time this month. He wore it like all of the teacherly sarcasm in the whole entire world wouldn’t ever really change a thing.

“What-ever,” Billy Carver said – breaking the word up into two separate pieces so that it sounded even ruder than it was – which is the perfect thing to say to any high school teacher who thinks that he is twice as smart for being double-rude at a student’s expense.

What freaking ever.

Billy slid the brand new cell phone out from his right butt pocket, snapping it open like he didn’t even know that he was actually trying to look like a younger and cooler version of Captain James T. Kirk – who we all still watched in Star Trek reruns when we didn’t think anyone was really looking at us.

The cell phone was flashing red-blue-green.

The flashing wasn’t coming from any of the buttons that you would expect to flash. What was flashing was the body of the cell phone itself – as if someone had stuck a flock of red and blue and green fireflies inside of the black plastic casing.

I had never seen a cell phone flash like that before and probably neither had Billy Carver, but he was way too cool to let us know that the fact that his brand new free cell phone was actually playing “Santa Claus is Coming to Town” and flashing red-blue-green over and over was about as weird as a tree full of ballet dancing rhinoceros.

“Yeah? Hello?” 

Those were the last two words on earth that Billy Carver got out of his mouth before the Santa cell phone took him.

His face glazed over.

I could see it turning – like every single atom of emotion and individuality was being sucked simultaneously from out of his eyeballs, grin and ear holes. His face even paled a little as he turned. I could see the tone of it kind of devolving from a zit-scarred skin-color to a sort of shade of grayed-out newspaper ink.

And then he grew a cheek-to-cheek Santa-Claus-is-Coming-to-Town sort of a smile – sort of the same kind of plastic cheesy smile that a Ken doll might smile after he’d slipped a hot hard one to Barbie’s kid sister while Barbie was out cruising the cougar bars in her Barbie-mobile.

Then Billy Carver walked over to the classroom window and stared through the dirty glass like the schoolyard had just turned into Disneyland and candy – before dropping his gaze down to the cell phone in his hand – and whispering.

And that’s where his gaze stayed – like he was thinking about sending an absolutely important text message to God – only he hadn’t quite managed to think the words up – and his lips were moving like he was praying to himself – only there were no real words coming out of his mouth as far as I could tell – just that wet whisper-whisper-whisper noise that you usually save for the back of the theatre or maybe in the library.

He just stood there, gray and whispering.

Which was right about when the second free cell phone rang.

This cell phone belonged to Susie Diamond – who was probably the prettiest girl in our whole high school and therefore the girl most likely to sleep with Billy Carver on prom night – or maybe even before that. I knew that she was the prettiest girl because I had looked at Susie way more times than not – from the front and back - but even then I knew that I didn’t stand a flying hope in hell of spending any sort of real quality time with Susie unless she was struck deaf dumb and stupid in one single stroke of blind wonderful lightning.

I just wasn’t even in her league - which didn’t stop me from looking at the way her butt curved out and grinned in her blue jeans whenever she stood up in front of me.

Only right now she was standing up and her cell phone was playing the exact same tune as Billy’s was.

Santa Claus is Coming to Town.

“Don’t answer that,” I told her.

Too slow.

She had that cell phone open and up to her ear without even stopping to think about it.

Susie was a cell phone girl.

She was always talking on her cell phone.

I wasn’t all that certain – but I was pretty sure – that the first thing Susie Diamond did every morning was to check her text messages and then maybe she might breathe.

“Hello?” was the only word that got out – and then she was standing at the window directly beside Billy - and somehow or other Tommy Puckers – who we all called Kissyface Tommy on account of his unfortunate last name - had picked up his own free cell phone and had answered it even though no one else had even noticed it ringing – most likely because we were all too busy staring at Billy Carver’s back and Susie Diamond’s butt.

The three of them stood together – cold and grey and whispering.

“This is some kind of a flash mob thing, isn’t it?” I asked aloud to no one in particular. “Any minute now somebody is going to jump out and yell surprise.”

Which was right about when all of the free cell phones in the entire class room began simultaneously playing “Santa Claus is Coming to Town” and flashing red-blue-green.

Which was really weird – no two ways about it.

“There is no freaking way that I am answering that phone,” Burt Hertle said, throwing his free cell phone down onto the tiled floor.

Then Bert also threw the cell phone that his parents had paid good cash money for onto the floor beside the free phone that he’d been given today. He hadn’t really needed a free cell phone – but hey, it was free – but now the two of them lay together on the floor and he was stomping on them both like he had just seen a bug - with one mighty work-booted stomp after another. His own cell phone smashed completely but the free cell phone just bounced and kept on flashing red-blue-green like you couldn’t kill it with a sledgehammer.

Santa wasn’t stopping.

Burt stomped again – harder than before.

Santa kept on coming.

Burt kept on stomping, over and over – hard enough that I half expected his work boot to begin glowing red-blue-green all by itself.

Either that or the floor would break through.

Stomp.

“Santa is coming,” Burt whispered, between every stomp.

Stomp – stomp!

Santa is coming.

Ho-freaking-ho.
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Chapter Two – The Truth About Being Sixteen – whether you believe it or not
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ALL RIGHT.

So I lied about where this whole thing about the end of the world all started. 

You might as well get used to me telling you lies.

Remember, I’m sixteen years old. 

The thing you ought to know is that sixteen year old teenagers DON’T always tell the truth.

I know.

It’s a shock but I’m being truthfully honest here.

We learn to lie early in life.

It is a necessary skill.

If you don’t believe me just try asking the nearest sixteen year old if they’ve really done their homework, completed all of their household chores and if they really and truly like coming to school.

We’ll lie.

Even if we have to lie to ourselves.

That’s the truth about being sixteen.

We learn to lie because it was a survival mechanism.

The truth is this whole thing began with the truck. Just this morning a large cube van, painted black enough to lose a bucket full of midnight in, was parked directly in front of our school in the exact same spot where the propane truck delivers the gas for Mrs. Mabel’s lunch room kitchen.

I can see it like it happened just this morning – which it did.

There was a large black metal folding table set up beside the big black van. Two men in black business suits that were nearly as black as the van itself were standing there beside that table – which was completely covered with a towering stack of small black boxes.

These guys were tall. 

We’re talking skyscraper tall.

Harlem Globetrotters tall.

In fact tall was way too little of a word to use on these guys. They kind of looked as if each of them could have stunt-doubled as a cell tower.

Of course they might have been drug dealers or hit men or serial killers – but we figured that they were okay because Principal Feltspur was standing right beside the two men in black – and he was smiling.

I didn’t know it then but these guys were what we would come to call Black Masks.

Remember that word.

You’ll be tested on it later.

And you get an extra point if you noticed that Black Mask was really two words, not one like I said.

See, I told you that I lied.

Now these two Black Masks weren’t wearing masks at first. They were just bare faced but for the life of me I can’t tell you just exactly what they looked like. They looked plain – like every recognizable feature had been belt sanded from off of their faces. It was like nothing about them stood out or was the least bit noticeable. It was like looking at a pair of twin brothers whose middle names were most likely Anonymous Nothing and Beats The Heck Out Of Me and whose last names were absolutely and totally forgettable.

Then the two Black Masks each reached into their pockets – like they had practiced in a shaolin temple getting that pocket-reaching movement together simultaneously for their entire life – and they each placed a very large pair of dark black sunglasses over their eyes.

“Cool,” Jemmy Daniels said. “It’s the Blues Brothers.”

Like I told you in the last chapter – or was it two chapters back – Jemmy Daniels is the closest thing to a best friend that I’ll ever have.

Which makes him awfully rare.

You see - I just don’t have too many friends in the first place – and some of them are dead or worse now – but that all comes later.

“The Blues who?” I asked Jemmy.

“Never mind,” Jemmy said. “The important thing is these guys are getting ready to give away samples. Stacks of small boxes on a table ALWAYS means free samples.”

He had a point – but I argued with him just on the principal of the thing.

“They could be salesmen,” I said. “Maybe those boxes are for sale.”

I took a look at the two Black Masks. I tried hard to remember just what their faces had looked like before they had put on the black sunglasses but for the life of me I could not remember. It was as if their faces had burned into a single white spot in my memory and then faded out to nothing.

All trace of it was gone.

“How many kids do you see here that are carrying money with them?” Jemmy asked. “It’s not like this is a shopping mall.”

He was right again.

You see, our school was a little school in the middle of a little town in the middle of nowhere at all. Don’t even bother looking for it on the map. Map dots are way too valuable to waste on the likes of our town.

It has always been a real kind of mystery to me why anyone living anywhere even close to their right mind would even bother building a town this far out of anywhere-worth-being. The fact was our town had been nothing worth talking about for so long that the sign at entrance to the town read WELCOME TO WHATEVER YOU WANT TO CALL THIS TOWN WHICH DOESN’T REALLY MATTER BECAUSE YOU WON’T EVER REMEMBER IT’S NAME BY THE TIME YOU DRIVE THROUGH AND OH YEAH - THANKS FOR LEAVING.

Would I lie to you?

There wasn’t a city near to us for at least a hundred miles – and the closest McDonald’s restaurant was almost twice as far away. Most of our parents worked on pickle farms except for the forty or so adults who worked at the local guitar pick factory.

I swear to God it’s a guitar pick factory.

My Dad was foreman at the factory and let me tell you - there isn’t a whole lot of profit in guitar picks. He sometimes sat up at night worrying what I-pods, Guitar Hero and Facebook were going to do to the guitar pick industry.

I’m not saying the man had much of a life.

“Oh my God,” Jemmy said.

As the black sunglasses touched their faces the black plastic of the lenses – or whatever it was - began to spread out and widen and roll completely over the two Black Mask’s faces. It was like they each grew a separate black fish bowl directly over their heads. They got done and the two of them looked as if they were something that looked something along the lines of a deep sea diving helmet crossed with a crystal-clear jet black bowling ball.

“How’d they do that?” I asked.

“Maybe it was CGI,” Jemmy suggested. “Or Photoshop or something like that.”

“We’re not watching a movie and this isn’t the internet,” I pointed out. “This is freaking real life.”

“Children,” Principal Feltspur called out. “Children!”

Now let me tell you - there is nothing that a sixteen year old boy hates more in this world then to be called a “children”. It’s demeaning. We’re people – real people – and there isn’t anything CGI or Photoshop about us and you adults really got to get over yourselves and stop referring to us as kids, students or even teenagers.

We’re people – just the same as you.

Or at least then we were.

“These two gentlemen,” Principal Feltspur said. “Are representatives of the mumble-mumble corporation.”

That’s just how he said it. I was watching and I saw his mouth move when he said what was supposed to be the name of the company that these two black suits represented – but his lips moved one way and his mouth the other and all I seemed to hear coming out of them was “mumble-mumble-mumble” give or take a mumble or so.

“As part of a nationwide promotion these two mumble-mumble gentlemen,” Principal Feltspur continued. “Have come to our school to give everyone a free sample cell phone.”

Right away Jemmy stuck up his hand.

“Do we get free cell phone service with that?”

I thought it was a pretty good question.

So did a lot of the other kids.

One of the Black Masks swiveled his gaze directly at Jemmy. It was a little like watching the turret of an armored tank swivel to aim its cannon in our direction.

It is a cellular telephone.

That was what he said but he actually didn’t say a freaking word. 

What actually happened were the words sort of projected across the black fish bowl that covered his face. I’m saying that the words “it is a cellular telephone” scrolled over both of their faces – like one of those digital advertising signs that you sometimes see on buildings that tell you what time it is, what temperature it is and that you should buy a certain brand of television set – at least once a day or so.

It is absolutely free.

The same thing. 

Those four words – it is absolutely free - scrolled across both of the Black Mask fishbowls.

And the weird thing was that I heard those words in my head like they had some sort of a microphone built into my brain cells.

It is absolutely free.

“Okay,” Jemmy said, shaking his head like he had water in his ears. “So when did I wake up in the middle of The Matrix?”

“Did you hear that too?” I asked.

Jemmy nodded.

“Up here,” he said, pointing to his forehead. “I heard it inside my brain.”

Weirder and weirder.

A lot of other kids were looking confused and shaking their heads too – so I figure THEY must have heard the Black Masks in their heads as well as me and Jemmy.

“I told you that you should have taken the blue pill,” I said. “This whole thing is way too CGI for my liking.”

“Me too,” Jemmy said.

“It has to be some sort of an advertising gimmick,” I said.

“Yup,” Jemmy agreed. “A freaking advertising gimmick”

But I guess those Black Masks heard us talking. Or maybe our words flashed inside their fish bowl heads – the same as what they were saying showed up in our heads.

It is gimmickless. It is absolutely free. It is a cellular telephone.

“Gimmickless?”

I didn’t even think that was a real word.

“Who cares?” Jemmy said. “They’re going to give us a free cell phone. I can get used to a CGI fishbowl for anything free.”

“Nothing is free,” I said. “There’s got to be a catch.”

It is absolutely free.

I stared at the fish bowl.

I couldn’t tell if he – or it - was staring back.

It is without catch.

It felt as if I were listening to a dictionary unravel, syllable by syllable. It was like those two Black Masks were pulling words out of the Manual of Modern English and fitting them together in a way that was almost right. What they said kind of made sense – if you squinted – but you could hurt your eyes if you listened to them for too long.

Their words just didn’t quite fit together.

Almost.

It is a cellular telephone.

Right.

Still, Jemmy had a point. 

Who in their right mind was going to argue with a free cellphone – fish bowl helmet or not?

Not me.

So we all lined up – Jemmy and I being careful to stay behind Billy Carver and Lonnie Tarkins and Bigfoot Hansen. I had already received a perfectly good wedgie this morning when I first got to the schoolyard and I knew full well that I would need to use the janitor’s bathroom if I needed to go – on account of Billy and Lonnie and Bigfoot would be waiting for kids like me in the regular boy’s washroom. 

I just didn’t want to risk any further complications.

So we all took one of the cell phones.

I guess that’s when it really all got started.

The end of the world – and what came next.

You just wait and see.

It is coming right at you – absolutely catch free.
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Chapter Three – Holy Freaking Rambo
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NOW USUALLY WHEN THE freaking principal of our freaking high school walks into the room everybody shuts up freaking-fast. It’s not like we’re afraid of him or anything like that. It’s just that we’ve been conditioned, is all. 

You don’t believe me – just go and look it up on Google. I’m talking conditioning – like Pavlov’s dogs. You remember – those dogs that were trained to drool every time the dinner bell rang? 

Old Pavlov – he’d ring that bell every time he fed the dogs. After a while it got so that he could ring that bell and those dogs would drool like he was carrying t-bones and pork chops – even if there was nothing on that plate.

Of course, what the science books never told you was that sooner or later those drooling dogs were bound to bite old Pavlov in the leg – and maybe work their way up to his ear-bones.

That’s how it was for us. 

We were conditioned.

The principal would walk on in and you would shut up.

Then the principal would walk on out and you could get back to talking.

Sooner or later you figure out the more you shut up the sooner he walks out and the faster you can back to doing what you wanted to do in the first place.

See? 

Conditioning.

Only today when Principal Feltspur walked in to our classroom there was about a gazillion red-blue-green cell phones lying on the classroom floor playing “Here Comes Santa Claus” and our state of conditioning fell completely apart.

Everyone was talking at the very same time.

“You’d think that with all of these freaking cell phones somebody would dial 911,” I said.

“Maybe that’s just a little too close to mathematics,” Jemmy replied.

“That doesn’t add up to me,” I said.

The first thing Principal Feltspur saw was Billy Carver, Susie Diamond and Tommy Puckers standing at the windows, staring at their cell phones like three ugly wildflowers – except for maybe Susie who wasn’t anywhere close to being ugly – all leaning into the sunshine and praying for rain.

“Let’s see what he does,” I said to Jemmy.

I knew he’d do something. That was the principal’s job. If something was going on that shouldn’t be happening then you could bet that the principal was going to do SOMETHING about it.

A riot in the schoolyard?

The principal would DO SOMETHING about it.

Didn’t do your homework?

The principal could DO SOMETHING about that too.

Nuclear warfare?

Well, he’d probably do something about that as well.

The second thing that Principal Feltspur did was to grab Billy Carver’s cell phone from him.

Billy Carver went almost boneless, fell on the floor and started to shake like he was having some kind of a seizure. Every nerve in his body was twitching uncontrollably and his face twisted like he had chewed upon the mother of all sour balls. His mouth frothed up and his eyeballs rolled back inside his head and I think he might have been chewing on his tongue.

“Oh my god,” Principal Feltspur shouted. “Someone do something.”

The problem was when he shouted that he was looking straight at me.

Remember what I’d said about conditioning?

I was conditioned to do what the principal told me to do.

So right away I stepped up and did something.

I grabbed Billy Carver’s cell phone from Principal Feltspur’s hand – which was easy on account of he wasn’t holding onto it all that tightly. In fact it looked almost as if he was getting set to drop it on the floor. Maybe he felt that whatever was in that cell phone might get into him. Maybe he just was completely freaked out about seeing one of his students flopping around on the floor like Billy Carver was.  I mean I know that teachers and principals are trained to handle this sort of thing usually – but you have to add in about a kazillion red-blue-green flashing cell phones yodel-smashing “Here Comes Santa Claus”.

Given that sort of confusion I guess you couldn’t blame anyone for getting a little freaked out and letting stupid get in their eyes.

I knelt down beside Billy and I almost laughed at loud seeing him in the state that he was in.

I didn’t really want to see Billy Carver suffer, you understand. It was just sort of peculiarly pleasant – not doing any suffering of my own – and yet still being close enough to Billy Carver to spit on him – which I honestly thought of doing but I didn’t on account of spitting would have been rude – and besides, you never could tell just when Billy Carver might wake up out of what ever had got hold of him and do me some serious bodily injury.

Namely, hurt me.

I put the cell phone in Billy Carver’s twitching hands. 

Have you ever seen an octopus grab onto something to eat? The way that it kind of wraps its tentacles around what it is grabbing right before squeezing on tight? That’s just how Billy Carver’s fingers looked to me after I had put the cell phone back into his hand. His fingers kind of closed around the cell phone and like magic Billy’s twitching stopped and he kind of rose up from the floor like there was a rope tied to the top of his head and someone was pulling him straight on up towards the ceiling.

He was smiling and he looked all calm – in spite of that little trickle of spittle rolling down his cheek - and he went back to standing beside Susie Diamond and Tommy Puckers and the rest of them – staring calmly at his cell phone and whisper-whisper-whispering without missing a single solitary beat.

Next thing you know everybody is looking at me like I’m some kind of a freaking hero – and that is the last thing I want to be. You get to being a hero and pretty soon everybody in the whole world expects you do SOMETHING about ANYTHING that happens to happen.

You might as well be a principal.

“Don’t look at me,” I said, pointing straight at Principal Feltspur. “It was all HIS idea.”

And then I just ducked my head and walked on back to Jemmy, who was staring at the cell phone like it was some weird kind of beetle that he’d found in the schoolyard.

“I guess Santa is still coming,” Jemmy said. “They’re definitely playing his song.”

“I guess he is,” was all I’d give him. “Maybe he’s figuring on bringing us presents.”

“Maybe we could try to take out the cell phone battery,” Jemmy suggested. “I bet you that would stop it.”

“It’s worth a try,” I said. “Stomping on it sure doesn’t seem to be helping much.”

By now Burt Hertle had started jumping with both feet on that ringing cell phone – which was truly a sight to see. Burt was a little what you’d call glandular – meaning he was sliding into the chunky side of life. His Mom was forever filling up his lunch bag with rice cakes and celery and putting him in yoga class and dance school and on the badminton team in hopes of burning off enough calories to turn him into something that he wasn’t. People are funny that way. Always trying to turn other people into something they never were in the first place. 

“I can’t get the battery compartment to open,” Jemmy said. “Maybe it’d be safer if we just threw them into the garbage bucket.”

“Throwing something in the garbage doesn’t make it go away,” I said. “It just changes where you keep it, is all.”

“You’re absolutely right,” Jemmy said – smiling at me like I’d surprised him. “That’s the law of conservation. Throwing something away doesn’t change a thing.”

“Whatever, Greenpeace.”

Right now - I was torn right down the middle. 

You see - my Dad just didn’t make enough money for me to buy a cell phone. We just depended on that old black thing that hung in the kitchen and only rang when the telemarketers were calling. I didn’t want to give up my new free cell phone. I mean, who was to say that this whole thing wasn’t some sort of advertising gimmick and any minute someone would jump out from behind a door with a camera crew and a microphone and ask us how we felt being scared stupid by a children’s Christmas song and a red-blue-green flashing light.

Only Jemmy wasn’t so certain about that.

“I think the whole thing was done by terrorists,” Jemmy Daniels said. “I’ll bet you anything that’s what it is.”

Like I told you before - Jemmy was my best friend. Friends are important here in high school – maybe the most important thing there is. A friend can be a little like a life preserver in the middle of a shark-filled ocean. A good friend won’t necessarily protect you from all of those sharks – but at least they’re good company while you are getting chewed on by bullies.

And Jemmy was a really good friend. 

What struck me a little funny was that I didn’t see any of Billy Carver’s so-called friends getting anywhere close to Billy up there by the windows. You would think that if he was their friend then all that they would want would be to make sure that he was all right – but I could see that Lonnie Tarkins and Bigfoot Hansen  - whose real name was Ben – were both standing just about as far away from Billy Carver as was humanly possible.

“So what do you think?” Jemmy asked.

What do I think?

Heck, I was standing closer to Billy Carver than either Lonnie or Bigfoot were and it didn’t bother me one bit at all. The fact was I was kind of enjoying seeing him doing something else for a change besides stealing my lunch money, throwing my toque into the toque-eating tree or swirly-dunking my scalp into a peed-in toilet bowl.

“I think we’re all right so long as we don’t answer one of those phones,” I said. “After that, I’d bet that all bets are off.”

The only real difference between Jemmy and me was that Jemmy always seemed to be able to find the funny inside of every lousy situation that the bullies put him into. He’d just stand up from the toilet bowl following his swirly-dunk and he’d give his head a little dog-shake – even if someone had actually just peed in the toilet bowl that his head had been dunked into – and then he’d say something like “Thanks for the free shampoo” or “Do you want fries with that?”

“I mean about who did it,” Jemmy asked. “Who do you think is behind this?”

“How the heck should I know?”

I knew it was the Black Masks. I expected Jemmy knew that too – but sometimes when you’re scared absolutely to freaking death the very best thing that you can do is to ask a buddy just what he was thinking about.

“I think you might have a theory, at least.” Jemmy went on.

Only I didn’t know.

Which made me angry.

“I think you think too much,” I replied. “That’s my theory.”

“Think again,” Jemmy cracked. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”

So did I – but I didn’t want to worry him any more than he already was.

You see – Jemmy was one of those kinds of people whose feelings were mostly right – every time. 

Let me put it this way.

If Jemmy told
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