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The Sugar High Trio

Want. Ice cream. Now.

The Rockhampton Cold Rock Ice Creamery reminded Josh of the ice cream parlors back home in faraway Baton Rouge, Louisiana. The small interior of this shop made up for its size by the thirty-plus customers in a long line that trailed out the door. Beige tile floors and dark blue bench seats filled much of it. Small square tables with red tops served hungry customers of all sizes and ages.

Josh glanced ravenously for the hundredth time at the oversized, mouthwatering pictures of chocolate and strawberry ice cream—and M&M candy toppings—placed tantalizingly on walls covered with squares of dark blue, light blue, and red. It was the perfect trap for someone like him, someone famished. The teen agonized every second he had to wait.

Plus, it was hot, like a billion degrees outside, and not a whole lot cooler in the store. Wasn’t it November? Or was it December now? In any case, didn’t Australia have a cool season like Louisiana? At least it was starting to cool down there.

The ice creamery workers’ faces glowed deep red as if they had just run a very long and tiring race. They moved fast behind the counter, but they couldn’t seem to keep up with the demand.

A large, middle-aged man on Josh’s left—packed into painfully revealing red shorts, a black t-shirt straining to cover his enormous belly—cried out.

“What’s up with your air conditioner? I’m roasting in here!” He spoke quickly with a strong Australian accent, and Josh had to listen carefully to understand him.

“That’s for sure,” the rotund woman next to him loudly agreed. Her sweating face was beginning to sag with middle age, hidden by dark curls that still revealed a deep frown. “I’m melting as fast as my ice cream!”

Such was the surrounding customers’ discomfort that no one bothered to tell her she looked as if she was melting a great deal faster.

None of the staff answered their complaints; Josh watched the young woman at the register roll her eyes and look away in annoyance. The other employees simply bustled around, trying to keep up with their orders.

Josh faced the register with a big sigh. One more customer to wait behind before he could, at long last, place the order for himself, Troy, his grandma, and his friends. All of them except Troy had to wait for him outside in the heat. Or rather, the hotter heat.

But the woman in front of him was surrounded by seven flush-faced young children, all barking or squeaking or begging their requests in a confusing chorus. Josh was tempted to slap his hands over their mouths until they quieted down, but he dismissed the idea at once—if only because he didn’t have enough hands to make a difference. Fortunately, she ordered only a small cup of chocolate ice cream for each, so her turn went fast.

Finally. Josh thought he would never be served, and now his stomach growled louder than it had thirty seconds ago. His energy level cratered as his hunger roared, while he stared at the display case with its tubs filled with luscious ice cream in every flavor from bubble gum to rum & raisin.

Troy nudged him, bringing Josh out of his salivating fugue. He wiped his mouth and looked at his best friend in his bright yellow t-shirt and dark letters that read, My Soul Was Removed to Make Room For All This Sarcasm. It was Troy’s favorite, one of several he made while on Josh’s now-defunct spaceship, the USS Anvil.

Troy cleared his throat and smirked. “Any time you’re ready.”

Josh grinned. “Yeah, yeah. I know. Don’t be pushy.” He glanced back at the line of tired and overheated people. It stretched way beyond the Cold Rock Ice Creamery’s glass doors.

“Uh...okay,” Josh said, refocusing. “So, everyone finally agreed to chocolate, right?”

Troy nodded with wide eyes. “Yeah, after voting only five times, not that most of them even know what it is. Chocolate and candy toppings you think they would like.” He watched Josh, impatience warring with concern. “Are you feeling...okay?”

Momentary paranoia set Josh’s eyes bugging out. “Just hun-gry.” He smiled slightly at the cashier; her dark hat was centered with a Cold Rock Ice Creamery emblem: a circular patch framing a winking wallaby in a scarf and outback hat easily balancing a waffle cone overloaded with upwards of a dozen scoops so vibrantly colored they bordered on the psychedelic. Her black shirt was blotched with sugary white stains, her face full of light freckles betrayed fatigue, and her hollow stare hinted that his time was about up.

“Help you?” she emphasized.

Her Australian accent sounded so cool.

“Okay, I need ten—”

“Eleven,” Troy corrected, stepping forward and smiling apologetically at the cashier. “Sorry, he’s a little lightheaded. Low sugar level.”

“Fine. Eleven large cups of chocolate ice cream.”

“And your mix-ins?”

Josh looked at the colorful pictures on the wall. Saliva welled in his mouth again. “Snickers and M&M’s.”

The cashier nodded and barked the order to those behind her. Josh handed her two one-hundred-dollar Australian bills, colored green and orange. One side showed a regal old mustachioed man. At least he didn’t look as ancient as some of the characters on American money.

The teen received 90 dollars change in colorful Australian bills. He marveled at the red, blue, and yellow paper.

“Cool,” he said, turning them over. “This looks like Monopoly money.”

“Huh,” Troy replied, looking bored and rolling his eyes.

Josh shrugged. “Hey, it was awesome of those guys to give us all this stuff. I mean, the money and hotel and all.”

“All part of the deal,” Troy emphasized. “Exclusive interview with Josh Anvil; lost for weeks, remember? And since when did you like news reporters?”

“Oh. Yeah...No big deal.” A previously inactive and somewhat decrepit neuron in his brain finally fired, prompting a question that had been nagging him. “What does exclusive mean, anyway?”

“They have all rights to the interview. You can’t control what they do with it or who they show it to. They’ll probably make a million bucks on the story.”

“Here you are,” the cashier said quickly before Josh could respond, placing two large red trays of desserts on the counter. Her tired lips pulled upward at Troy in her best approximation of a smile. “Have a good day.”

“Thanks,” Troy said, reaching over and snatching up both trays before Josh could touch them. “I got this.” He paused on his way long enough for a mocking grin. “You might trip.”

“Will not!” Josh retorted, wishing he had a better comeback. But Troy was already threading his way through the crowd.

Josh trailed him to the door. He tried to grab at one of the dessert cups, but Troy shook his head and kept both trays out of reach.

“Hey, just—” Josh took another swipe.

“Nope!”

“I only want—”

“Sorry. Gotta wait.”

The hungry eyes of waiting customers unerringly followed the eleven cups of chocolate ice cream like caged owls tracking mice. Troy pushed open an entry door with his foot, and the blasting furnace of the outside air slapped them like a surging ocean wave.

A large covered patio extended from the ice cream shop, allowing needful shade from the scorching afternoon sun. Along the dark brick-laid flooring stretched numerous small blue and white tables and yellow chairs, filled with patrons. Between the sidewalk and the street grew a dozen pink trumpet trees, lush and leafy with vibrant clusters of pink flowers. It would have almost seemed peaceful if there hadn’t been a stream of traffic whisking by on the road beyond.

Josh’s grandmother, a guy in his early twenties named Larry, and several teenagers waited eagerly around four of the tables.

At least they looked like teens, though Josh knew better. They were actually humanoids from the world, Leiasam, about half his size in real life. Sadie, one of the dark-haired females, changed their appearance just hours before, so they could blend in and not look like a bunch of wrinkle-eyed fourth graders.

Kodi, the eldest of all, looked like a red-headed teen with face-and-arm freckles. His solemn appearance made one wonder if he wasn’t trying to solve all the world’s problems at once. He sat with hands clasped, looking slightly worried. In his former self Kodi stood only two feet off the ground with pale skin and a bald head.

Troy halted next to him and smiled. “Age before...uh well, anyway here you go.” He leaned in close set down a cup and pointed at the plastic spoon. “Eat it slowly,” he counseled with a wink. “This is not your cypress soup.”

Kodi looked at the chocolate-filled container pensively before he took a bite of the ice cream. At first, he coughed and shuddered, but then quickly recovered.

“This is...good,” he said in his typical whisper-quiet tones.

Josh rolled his eyes as Troy continued his diehard custom of serving elders first. He offered the next cup to Josh’s grandmother, Donna Anvil, who slid aside her copy of The Morning Bulletin newspaper before accepting it with both hands.

That was when Josh noticed the date: December 3. Really? Were they actually gone from Earth for a whole month? How was that possible? It only seemed like a few days.

Donna thanked Troy, smiled, and began with a dainty bite. Her eyes lit up after the first spoonful.

Troy moved on to Lonnie, Libby, and Jana—three of the “teens” at the adjacent table. Lonnie, with his curly white hair and thin frame, dug in greedily. But the dainty brunette twins ate politely. Jana scowled at Lonnie but he didn’t seem to notice.

After Axel, Sadie, and Larry took their food, Josh continued his dessert pursuit trailing Troy to Marty’s table. Marty was a humanoid who could move entire mountains.

Troy reclined next to him and finally, without any flourish, handed Josh his cup.

“Go sit by your grandmother,” he teased with a grin. “She looks lonely, and Kodi’s not talking.”

Josh fumed. He felt like squeezing Troy’s throat as he looked at his half-melted ice cream. But he ignored the impulse and made his way over to join Kodi and his grandma.

His dessert resembled a drooping castle surrounded by a wide moat. It sloshed as he set it on the table and sat between his grandmother and the red-haired humanoid. From the first soupy spoonful, Josh’s energy level surged. Yet at the same time, his stomach growled.

He watched his grandmother stare at the top of the first page of her paper for at least half a minute. Her auburn hair was pulled back into a bun, with loose curling strands hung beside each ear. Her lower right eyelid twitched three times as she focused on her reading. It was weird thinking of her as grandma. She just didn’t look old enough.

Josh took a few more bites of his melting dessert and found her still reading the first page when he next looked up.

“What happened to Grandpa?” he asked.

“He had to find a car big enough to hold everyone,” she said, eyes not changing track. “He should be back soon.” She sighed audibly.

“What’s wrong?” Josh asked between slurps.

She looked up as if just noticing him. “I’m sorry?”

He motioned to the newspaper.

His grandma folded the paper and laid it on the table.

“I still can’t believe it.” She made a pouty face. “According to this, we’ve been gone a long time, but I remember just yesterday canoeing with Randy.” She sighed again. “I lost seventeen years...”

Josh pointed to Larry, who inhaled his ice cream with relish. Streaks of chocolate ran down his rictus of childlike joy. Some ice cream made it into his stringy hair, too.

“He was gone thirty,” Josh said. Though I think he might’ve been crazy to begin with, he conscientiously added in his head.

Larry saw Josh and gave him a thumbs-up. The teen nodded back, barely holding back a grin.

Donna folded her arms and looked briefly at the ever-growing Cold Rock Ice Creamery line. Many in the crowd mopped their red faces with white handkerchiefs, an unnecessary reminder of just how ridiculously hot it was.

But his grandma wasn’t finished. “Everything I knew...my friends...my work...gone,” she lamented. “I have no idea if my parents are even alive.”

Josh swallowed and shook his head. “I...I’m sorry.”

Donna Anvil patted his hand gently. “It’s not your fault,” she said, managing a smile with worlds better success than the cashier had. Then she changed the subject with, “My, isn’t it a warm day?”

No points for creativity, but it was a good smile, at least.

Josh tried to imagine his life seventeen years from now if he just woke up. He would be 31, and those he knew might be gone. He felt sorry for her and his grandpa.

“Grandma?”

Donna exhaled. “I can’t seem to get used to that term,” she said quietly, but she looked at him expectantly. “Yes, Josh?”

“What if you had been frozen for like, a hundred years? Then all of us would be dead. My dad and mom, me...Candace.” He swallowed as he imagined himself preserved permanently in one of the alien capsules. “At least you still have us.”

The woman straightened herself and nodded. With a renewed, confident look, the smile became sincere.

“You’re right—I do have all of you.”

She looked over at Lonnie and Jana, who suddenly giggled loudly. Obviously, they enjoyed their ice cream. “One big happy family.”

Josh sighed. “I hope they will be okay.”

“They will be just fine,” Donna replied. “With you and Troy looking out for them, there’s nothing to worry about. They might even grow to like high school.” She chuckled. “Talk about reliving your childhood.”

The teen's jaw dropped.

“School? You mean they’ll have to go to East Eagles?”

His grandmother laughed outright, and several slight wrinkles vanished from her face. “You might be able to hide one, or maybe two, teenagers for a while, but not seven. Louisiana should still have laws against truancy.” She looked sidelong at him mischievously. “I remember having some experience with your father on that issue.”

Josh’s smile went rogue at the hint of blackmailing his parents. “Really?” he asked, trying not to sound too eager. “What happened?”

“He and his girlfriend used to skip classes. Instead of going to school, they went on long road trips! Chris had his motorcycle—a ’62 Harley cruiser. How he loved that old thing.” Her eyes looked back almost two decades and a whole lifetime ago. “They drove off after the first tardy bell and only returned when school ended. Once they even went as far as Mobile.” Those same eyes saw where the road ended, as such things always must. “Of course, it didn’t take long before the faculty realized what was happening. After we found out, Chris didn’t see his motorcycle for the rest of that year.”

Josh could scarcely believe his ears; never did he imagine he’d get so much dirt on his dad. He might never have to do chores around the house again if he played his cards right and threatened to let Mom know about her husband’s adventurous past. This was too good!

“So, what happened to his girlfriend?”

Donna shrugged. Her memory soured. “I never saw her after that.” She stopped smiling. “Your grandfather gave them a stern and long lecture. I assumed they separated, maybe her parents insisted. But Chris—your dad—was heartbroken. He wouldn’t talk about it, but he moped around the house for weeks. I felt for him because really...I liked her.”

“Do you remember her name?”

Donna thought a moment. “It was...Emily.”

Josh looked at his grandmother thoughtfully, his heart brimming and sinking at the same time.

“That’s my mom’s name.”

“Well, good! It sounds like your father got his head on straight after all,” she said. “I certainly have a lot of catching up to do.” She dug deep into her ice cream cup and began humming a chorus to herself that Josh knew well. It was his favorite, “Fishin’ in the Dark.”

They were just scooping up their last spoonfuls of chocolate ice cream—soup in Josh’s case—when Lonnie commanded everyone’s attention. He stood, kicked his chair aside, and burst into song as his fingers ran through his curly white hair.

...love, love, love isn’t my thing,

I’ve tried it so many times, but it all goes wrong.

No matter what I do, it always falls apart,

No matter what I do, it always falls apart.

Okay, that was strange, Josh thought as his eyes widened. The lyrics didn’t even rhyme, and his voice sounded out of tune. Like, way out.

Kodi tugged at Josh’s elbow.

“Something is wrong.”

“I don’t think he sounded that bad,” Josh replied.

Kodi shook his head. “Not that.”

Josh stood at once, braced for action. But nothing bad seemed to be happening. Lonnie was simply repeating the refrain, louder and more off-key.

Josh looked at Kodi and shrugged.

But then Jana and Libby joined Lonnie in the chorus of “...no matter what I do,” as they kicked their own chairs away. Lonnie leaped up on his small table and started to breakdance, while Jana and Libby spun around like two wobbly tops.

Okay, Josh thought. This is getting weird.

Some of the kids seated nearby were laughing. One girl plugged her ears and doubled over with a grimace.

Jana and Libby clapped in unison and kept spiraling. At first, Josh thought they were all just having fun, and he laughed a little. He looked over to Troy, who stared at them, even more clueless if that were possible.

Lonnie’s dancing changed from simple spins to extreme contortions. He twisted like a pretzel and untwisted just as quickly. His upper arms turned backward and then reverted. He grinned like a Cheshire cat as he arched his back, moved his shoulders down between his legs, and waved.

Josh was amazed and found he was just one of the growing crowd that broke into spontaneous applause. But as Lonnie returned to his original dance steps, his expression suddenly changed. Confusion twisted his features into a corkscrew as if for a moment he were looking up his nose. Then he suddenly went slack and collapsed and rolled off the table.

Incomprehension fell over Josh and the other onlookers until the spinning Jana and Libby whirled to the pavement like spent tops. There they too lay motionless.

The spell that had been over them broke as softly and suddenly as a soap bubble popping, and Josh found his voice.

“What the!” he cried as he ran over to Lonnie. “Someone call 911!”

“We don’t have 911 here, sonny!” an elderly woman answered. She reached into her red purse and pulled out her cell. “If you want to know, it's three zeroes.” She held up three wrinkled fingers and smiled; it might’ve been an attempt to reassure him, but from her wrinkled red apple visage with a mouth like an old gate missing half its posts it came out patronizing. “Don’t worry, I can make the call.”

Josh felt annoyed by the sonny reference, but he ignored it and focused on his friend. The teen shook Lonnie gently and snapped his fingers above his face, but, beyond breathing on his own, the humanoid gave no response. Was he in a coma?

Lonnie’s bruising left cheek began turning darker—almost black. Josh placed his hand on Lonnie’s forehead, but his condition remained unchanged.

Then he remembered: he no longer had any healing powers.

For the past few months while on Earth, Josh healed lots of people, mostly kids, with as little as the touch of a finger. He performed modern-day miracles as people’s broken bodies suddenly mended, as good as new. And now that ability was gone.

He turned to Jana and Libby. The dark-haired twins lay still on the pavement, similar to Lonnie: breathing, but unconscious.

Josh’s sense of helplessness was agonizing. He glanced around at the crowd, who stared at him or whispered to one another.

Then Troy’s roar pulled the youth out of his worried thoughts: “Give it, now!”

Troy wrestled the ice cream cup away from Marty. But Marty snarled and clawed it back.

“No!” he barked. “I’m not done!” His face turned purple with rage.

Wow. Josh had never seen Marty act like that before. He tried to make sense of what was happening but came up with only guesses. One minute they were all having a good time relaxing with their desserts. The next, everything spun out of control. And all because of some ice cream? Or was it the heat? Could it be both?

The cup that Troy and Marty fought over tore in half, spraying Troy’s face and hair with candy chunks and syrupy, chocolate-brown liquid. The youth squared himself with a deep frown, snatched Marty’s half cup away, and threw it on the bricks.

“Don’t you get it?” he barked. “You can’t eat this! See?” He pointed to Lonnie, Jana, and Libby.

Marty sat and pouted. With folded arms, he gestured to Axel and Sadie, as if to indicate they were just fine.

But they were anything but fine. They trembled slightly, fixed on each other’s eyes. Larry leaned between them and waved his hand in their faces. They did not blink or act as if he was even there. It was like Axel and Sadie were sleeping with their eyes open.

“Josh, I don’t think these two are doing so hot,” Larry said, looking more like a lost puppy than a grown man. He turned to Troy and shrugged. “Should I do something?”

Josh leaped up and grabbed their cups. Axel momentarily came out of his stupor and halfheartedly attempted to snatch his cup back. But the teen was too fast and dumped their desserts in the nearest receptacle.

Donna was kneeling beside Lonnie, her hand on his forehead. Her expression was grave as she looked up at Josh.

“I think Troy is right,” she said. “He may be in shock.”

Kodi was hovering over Jana and Libby, inspecting but not touching.

“This food is not conducive to their needs.”

Josh gave Kodi a look of panic. Conducive? What was that supposed to mean?

“But this really isn’t food,” he said in his defense. “I mean it is food, but it’s just a dessert—”

He scrutinized Kodi. “Why hasn’t it affected you?”

The freckles and red hair Kodi wore did much to belie the wizened ancient lurking beneath. It was still with a calm, lizard-like manner that one shoulder rose in a near-shrug, all the energy he was prepared to expend on one crisis of many in a very long life indeed.

“I’ve had more time to adjust to your world,” he said, and the flat line of his mouth turned downward ever so slightly. “But this is not my favorite.”

Sirens sounded in the distance, which added to Josh’s fear and frustration. This was so stupid and completely avoidable. Why didn’t anyone tell him they couldn’t eat sugar, ice cream, or whatever it was that made them sick? It wasn’t like he could read their minds. There wasn’t a handy manual around called How to Feed Your Alien Friends.

Josh joined Kodi with a sigh. “Why didn’t you say anything?” he pleaded. “We could go to a salad bar, a pizza place...eat any type of food you guys wanted.”

Kodi’s stare made Josh feel as insubstantial as fog. “We are in your world now,” he answered quietly, touching Josh’s hand with his. “We didn’t know we had a choice.”

“Uh, Kodi...that’s kind of creepy,” he said, pulling his hand away. “You’re a fourteen-year-old kid here. We don’t do that.”

Kodi’s face suddenly matched his freckles. “Sorry,” he whispered.
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Impulses

Can I go home now? Please?

While the paramedics in blue made diligent efforts to rehydrate Lonnie, who finally woke after the ambulance arrived, Josh and Kodi attended to Jana and Libby, who couldn’t seem to drink enough water.

Troy made several trips inside the Cold Rock Ice Creamery until the manager and two employees emerged with three large pitchers and enough cups for a small army. The manager also shooed away curious bystanders so the paramedics could work.

Josh swallowed hard as he looked at Lonnie.

“I almost killed you,” he whispered to himself. “Not even a day in my world and you were almost a goner.”

His depressed thoughts grew worse. He thought of his dragons, Tershon and Lidia, lost to the swamp world that almost took his life. His alien friends, Anton and Lauryn, who got sucked back into the whirlpool portal, and likely into the jaws of the enemy. What if they were hurt, or worse?

This was definitely not his day.

And it was too much. Josh’s eyes watered and his jaw trembled as he looked at Jana and Libby. He cleared his throat and wiped his eyes with his sleeve.

“Don’t worry!” Kodi said, resting a hand on Josh’s shoulder. “They will be all right now. Just needed more water.”

Josh nodded, but he shook off Kodi’s hand. He glanced behind him to see Randy Anvil, his grandpa, talking with his grandma. The man stood taller than Josh by about six inches, with a stocky build and military haircut. After a while, he came over and offered Josh his hand.

“I’ve got a limo to take you guys to a hotel,” he said gently. “Let’s get you out of this heat.”

Josh must’ve dozed off  within the delicious coolness of the long white limousine’s smart black leather interior; he jerked upright as his door opened. Lonnie, pale-faced and trembling, climbed inside next to him.

While Josh was helping Lonnie get buckled in, everyone else climbed in too, obviously glad to get out of the blazing temperatures. Jana and Libby looked as tired as Josh felt.

“I am sorry for making a scene,” Lonnie murmured hoarsely.

“Yeah, that’s gotta stop,” Troy quipped. “From now on, only veggies for you.”

Josh laughed. “Veggies all around!”

“Already tried that!” Larry said, shaking his head. “Didn’t work for me, but you can go for it. I prefer bacon.”

––––––––
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The limo stopped in front of a handsome three-story hotel called the Criterion. Its paint job of yellow and tan, along with numerous arches on the upper floors, contrasted with the plain buildings in the surrounding neighborhood.

Everyone reluctantly disembarked out into the oppressive evening air.

Larry whistled as he looked at the Criterion. “This place has really changed since I was here last. I stayed here only one night.” He took in the uniformed bellhops standing at attention and polished glass fronting. “It was all I could afford!”

Grandpa Randy cleared his throat. “Your belongings were already brought to your rooms,” he said to the group. “Josh, you get a room to yourself, since it only has one bed. Everyone else shares a space. Boys and girls in separate areas of course.”

Kodi and Jana looked at each other, confused, but they did not say anything. No one seemed to mind the arrangements except Troy, once he learned that he was stuck with Larry.

“Thirty years in a coma,” he murmured to Josh. “He’s probably so wired he won’t be able to sleep.”

Josh nodded, his head still in a fog from his short nap.

“Good luck with that.”

After checking into the hotel, Josh lumbered down a short hallway, trudged up dark carpeted stairs, and turned left at his room, number 133. Even before he opened the door, he swayed as if he was about to collapse. What remaining energy he had seemed to evaporate.

He counted seven steps to the double bed with its blue cover. He popped off his tennis shoes and ran his feet over the thick beige carpet. It felt soft.

Late afternoon light streamed in the room through the sliding glass door to the balcony until he closed the tall curtains in front of it. He flipped on the air-conditioning unit and sat nearby in a beige overstuffed chair, head filled with as much beige as the room. The cold air felt wonderful, and suddenly the hardships of the past couple of days seemed to fade away.

Josh was glad for a room by himself—an opportunity to unwind and process everything that recently happened, and what was to come.

He still needed to call his family and let them know he was all right. His grandpa said they were fifteen hours ahead of Baton Rouge time. He looked at the red-lettered clock on the bedside stand. It read 6:47 PM, which meant it was 3:47 AM back home. No call tonight. Not that he had any energy for that conversation, even if he wanted to talk. He didn’t even feel like moving from his chair. So, he simply let out a long, slow, contented breath which turned into a loud yawn and closed his tired eyes.

Josh stood in the center of a construction site filled with concrete pads, metal rods, and piles of lumber. Shadow blanketed the landscape and the chill air blew through him. A marble-shaped alien spacecraft, about fifty feet across, hovered nearby, glowing red.

An odd-looking humanoid approached Josh on his right. He was small, with brown skin, and clothed in what resembled burlap. At only three feet tall, his bald head glistened in the light of the stars.

Josh recognized the place at once. He even knew the date: this was last Halloween, a little more than a month ago, when he confronted Raga and bashed out a few of his teeth.

“I control my powers,” Josh told the alien, but his voice sounded shrill, not like he remembered saying it. “They do not control me!”

“They will,” the alien replied. “Humans are so weak. You are too weak to control your impulses.” Then he grinned, revealing holes where his teeth should have been.

The alien screamed. “Impulses! Impulses! You will die by them, Josh Anvil!”

The face morphed into that of Raga, who suddenly laughed hysterically. Josh took a step back in surprise, and, before he could punch the humanoid’s lights out—he really wanted to—the small creature turned and ran into the nearby spaceship that now rested on the ground.

Suddenly Nicolas ran toward Josh out of the shadows, dressed in thick-framed glasses and red- and white-striped tie. He roared and flexed his oversized muscles in fury.

“You want more, Anvil?” he cried. “You are so dead!”

“There’s a giant T-Rex that comes and takes out Nicolas,” the youth replied without thinking.

Instantly his chest glowed and the energy he had known so well thrummed through him. A ground-shaking roar from behind stopped Nicolas’ advance. He was backing away in confusion when he spotted it; his eyes fluttered as if trying to banish something that couldn’t possibly be there, and he gawped like a fish.

A huge dinosaur, in colors of brown and gray blotches, stepped over Josh and gobbled up Nicolas with four-foot-long jaws before the teen had a chance to escape.

Rather than scream or run in abject terror from the terrible vision rampant before him—as anyone might be expected to do—Josh cheered and did a little happy dance. The giant reptilian creature looked back at him and grinned like only a carnivore could, revealing dozens of wickedly serrated, conical teeth.

It was not Nicolas but Terran Maline, a fellow student and sometimes rival at Josh’s school, who poked his head out from between the jaws of the stentorian monster. He looked at Josh with pain-filled eyes.

“That’s not fair!” he cried. Then he disappeared back inside the dinosaur’s jaws.

Troy suddenly the youth with a self-satisfied grin and arms akimbo. “All is fair in love and war. Did he forget?”

The scene changed, giving no chance to process what had just happened. It was day...again. Warm wind blew on his face and the sun shone directly overhead.

Hundreds of alien warriors, looking sort of like gorillas, surrounded Josh, with eyes of fire and screaming mouths. He remembered them from Leiasam: six limbs—two legs and two sets of arms—covered with orange and black armor. Their clawed hands dug deep into the loam as they loped toward him, snarling.

The soil that was more shadow than earth around Josh swirled like a whirlpool, churning counterclockwise and moving deep into the ground. Every one of the bellowing alien warriors found themselves mired in place; the dirt was moving faster and faster. Shouts of rage gave way to jumbled sounds of panic. The stout creatures fought, but the inexorable pull of the twisting ground turned them into an orange and black blur. They were being sucked in until only their heads showed. The only part that did not move was the square foot of ground where the teen stood.

A sudden impulse overtook the youth. In that brief second, he wanted to know what it would feel like to ride on a pool of swirling dirt. It looked like fun.

So unable to resist, he jumped into the flowing soil, joining the limp and lifeless gorillas. But the pressure instantly compressed his chest, making it impossible to breathe. His arms and legs stretched in opposite directions in that hurricane of soil, with enough force to tear his body apart. The teen realized he could not escape.

He was doomed.

“Auuuggghh!” he cried as the pain intensified.

Then everything went black.

Josh woke with a start in his dark hotel room. He stood, slowly made his way to the table lamp, and switched it on. The red-lettered clock below it read 10:48 PM.

He sighed as he leaned against the bed. His sweat-drenched clothes stank and his body felt sore, especially around his neck and back. He looked around the room at the piled boxes and clothes.

After a shower, he changed into navy baggy shorts and a mauve t-shirt in white letters that read, That’s Too Much Bacon...Said No One Ever.

He lay on the bed, propped up the square pillows, and turned on the TV to a news station. Behind the anchor was a weather-tracking map focused on the eastern seaboard of the United States. The map showed three hurricanes, two of which were headed to Florida and rated Category 3. The third storm was knocking into Houston, Texas, as a Category 4.

The teen's eyes widened in disbelief. This was December, way outside the normal season for hurricanes. Videos followed on the TV screen with flooding, trees shredding in the wind, and all sorts of flying debris.

But why three storms, with one churning at over 130 miles an hour? And why this late in the year? Did any hit Baton Rouge while he and Troy were gone?

He missed his family. He wanted to call his mom right then, but what would he say? Would she be okay, hearing his voice yet knowing he was so far from home?

Josh yawned hugely, realizing he’d stopped paying attention to the news.

“Scientists attribute this unusual hurricane activity to increasing worldwide temperatures,” the anchorman was saying. “And here in Northampton, another record-breaking day, as temperatures soared to almost 118 degrees.” He fumbled with the remote that would change the blue screen behind him. “Tomorrow we can expect much of the same: clear skies, a light wind from the east at 5 to 10, and highs of about 116...”

Josh stood in his hotel room. He watched in amazement as his hands and arms stretched and grew. Then his chest and legs followed. It wasn’t painful, just awkward as he tried to keep from falling over.

Then his growth accelerated. His head was forced against the ceiling of his hotel room, and that did hurt a little. But then a surge of power hit his body, launching it through the ceiling and roof of the Criterion hotel like a Poseidon missile exiting a submarine.

Briefly he looked over part of Rockhampton; this was a new experience even for Josh and there seemed little else pragmatic that one could do when so indisposed. The outside air was warm still from the previous day but was not yet stifling from the newly rising sun, and there was little traffic on the nearby streets. One small car pulled out of a private drive and a lone bicyclist wearing a headlamp made her way along an unlit alleyway.

But, much to his increasing bewilderment, Josh’s growing did not stop. He rose up taller than the trees and surrounding buildings. Everything around him seemed to shrink until his head was literally in the clouds.

It was awesome. So this is what Troy experienced.

The earth shook and Josh almost lost his balance. He looked down upon the landscape to see deep, street-long cracks form in the ground.

The air turned brown and gray, and suddenly Josh knew where he was. This was no longer his home world. He was back on Kreisau.

A Mother ship or Dit, as some called it, approached, huge as a mountain and round as a marble, reflecting everything around in its mirrored finish. Josh ran to meet it, feeling instant, righteous anger surge through him.

It was alien kick-butt time.

Dozens of smaller spaceships were spinning around the giant teen; he batted at them absently when the opportunity presented itself as if they were mere mosquitoes. Their insignificant lasers did little more than annoy him.

As he streaked across the scarred landscape, he noticed the huge cracks coming back together and rising to make a path for him. Jagged, razor-sharp rocks the size of buildings were being ground to powder beneath his impossibly rugged soles with every thundering footfall, and he felt no pain.

“That’s gotta be Madanler!” he said to himself. “Way to go, girl!” he boomed out in a voice that nearly shook the gray and brown skies.

By now he was equal in size to the Dit, and running at it with the ponderous yet deceptive speed of a comet streaking from heaven. He plowed into it with both fists locked together and all the force of a nuclear blast, pounding a city-deep crater into the ship’s surface and forcing it back. Josh thought of his best friend, Troy, almost killed while battling one of these monstrosities.

It was payback time.

Huge boulders suddenly shot up from the ground, striking the Dit from opposing angles. Caught like a chrome marble between a hammer and anvil, it gave way. Deep crazes ran through the craft, outer decks shearing off and falling away. Black smoke gushed from the ship, and it struggled to stay up.

“Yeah, Madanler!” Josh shouted, and his voice rolled back from nearby hills. “Together we can take this Dit—”

A gout of dark-blue gel suddenly shot out from the huge craft, hitting Josh directly in his chest. It quickly spread and burned into his clothes and skin. He tried to rub it away but it only moved deeper inside him.

Soon he was covered in flames and searing pain. He fell back on the ground with a cry and crash that blasted the earth flat for miles around. He tried again to wipe away the infernal gel, but it was useless. He could not get rid of it.

As his body continued to burn, two other Mother ships appeared, pouring more blue gel on him until he could hardly see anything but the hellacious flames.

The gel hit the hills and valleys of Kreisau. Before long the entire planet lurched and shook to its core, as if writhing in sympathetic pain.

As the teen's body burned to nearly nothing, Kreisau detonated, flashing into a million flying pieces.

Josh cried and lurched up in his bed and rubbed his chest in a panic. He coughed, swallowed, and looked around, wide-eyed and breathing fast. His lamp still lit up the room, and the clock beneath it read 1:56 AM. The television was airing something about Australia’s venomous animals. A narrator’s voice bragged about having the most toxic wildlife in the world.

A hard, insistent thumping on the door was likely going to be listed as his cause of death considering the way it made Josh’s heart jump into his throat. He fell out of bed, legs twisted in damp, sweaty sheets, and finally resorted to a GI crawl across the floor.

The instant he opened the door, Troy staggered by with a blanket and pillow. His eyes looked puffy.

“Mind me crashing here?” he mumbled. “Larry out-snores my dad. And that’s saying something.”

“Help yourself,” Josh replied through a jaw-creaking yawn. “Nightmares are keeping me up.”

Troy lay on the floor. “As long as you keep the screaming down, I’ll manage.”

“Oh, cool,” he said, looking at the TV. “Tarantulas. My favorite.”
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The Great Barrier Reef

Snooooooore.

Something pulled on Josh’s foot.

“Hey, Sleeping Beauty. Come on. The day is almost half over. Time to get up!”

Josh slowly opened his eyes and tried to focus. Glaring light burned on his face and he groaned. Even the walls were lit up from the sun’s ongoing persecution of insomniacs and late risers.

“Turn off the lights, will ya?” he complained.

He looked at the clock that read 10:43 AM, and sighed. He didn’t remember anything after Troy crashed on the floor, so he must have slept the rest of the night. But he still felt sore and tired.

“Think I’ll just stay in bed today,” he murmured.

Troy stood over him with arms crossed, wearing a Rockhampton cap sideways. “Not an option.”

“Why?”

“Because we are going to the Great Barrier Reef.”

“Great burrito what?” The teen's stomach rumbled.

Troy sighed audibly and yanked the blankets away.

“You get to go snorkeling.”

Josh sat up at once, despite the sunlight hitting him full force from the window.

“Snorkeling? Cool!” he exclaimed with a wide grin.

“No foolin’,” Troy replied with a laugh. “You do remember how, right?”

“You seem to forget that I taught you.”

“Whatever. So here’s your stuff on the table: swim trunks, sunblock, water bottle, and snacks. We need to leave by noon.”

“I’m on it,” Josh said, then pulled up short. “Do you think it’s a good idea for Lonnie to go after
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