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Time for the show.

The portal opened up from thin air, a swirling vortex of what an onlooker would think was fog and wisps of cloud—most couldn’t identify the edges of reality when you drilled through it. It seemed science fiction movies weren’t far from the mark when trying to depict stabilized rents in the fabric of space. Josh thought this was one of his better achievements. By opening on command, this solar-powered connection created a bridge between his floating island and the Anvil family property. And not just anyone could use it, either. Josh had to grant permission.

The fourteen-year-old looked up at his grandpa, Randy Anvil, who, with an ashen face and runnels of sweat pouring along the ridges of his forehead, looked like a sculpture of tallow or maybe wax; a work of Madame Tussaud’s left in the sun to make a point.

And tick off whoever has to clean it all up, Josh thought.

Randy’s eyes quickly scanned Josh’s floating paradise island of multi-colored forests, high cascading waterfalls, and sloping hills, as if he wasn’t completely registering—or believing—what his eyes told him. Eden had returned to Earth.

The old man had no rheumatism to inflame his joints and bend his back, no degeneration to affect his eyesight, for, despite Randy’s age, the last seventeen years had not touched him. He and his wife had discovered beings tending the trees of the old swamp behind their land and been abducted and kept in stasis far away until Josh’s involvement in an intergalactic jailbreak had freed them as well. To them, so much time had passed in the blink of an eye, and there were moments Josh noticed them struggling to keep up. But to stand on a floating island, every speck of it living, changing itself to Josh’s will, made entirely by his word alone; the teen suppressed a smug grin. Heck, there’s not anyone on this planet who wouldn’t need a minute once they get up here.

“Ready, Grandpa?” Josh asked simply. He had no worries about his part; a few months of fighting for your life tend to set aside concern for your safety. But Randy, his name a watchword for upstanding honesty, was an unknown. He didn’t even play cards. How was he going to bluff well-trained FBI agents?

The man’s wide eyes began filling with water, and he wiped them at once with his thumb and forefinger. He took a step back from the vista and shook his head.

“This plan seems a little foolish,” he replied quietly. Josh and his grandpa locked eyes. “This is the FBI, this is big.”

“I know,” Josh said with an assured smile. “I talked to them before.”

“Talked?” Randy cried before catching himself. His voice echoed down from the grassy ridge upon which they stood, sending nearby birds out of their orange and purple trees, squawking in protest. What came back sounded nothing like him, in large part due to the giant lumberjack Josh made to guard the island thinking it was a game and calling back.

He lowered his voice. “They say you murdered teachers and government agents!” He strutted around on the soft grass, stretching his limbs and taking deep breaths.

Depends if killing clones is murder, Josh thought as Randy fumed. It was self-defense, so it would be clone-slaughter at worst.

“Of all the stupid claims I’ve ever heard in my life...we should just go in there and make ‘em prove you did it...call a news conference...blow the lid off this whole thing...they want to arrest you... maybe put you away for life. What if we never see you again? What if they hurt—” He stopped in place, gritted his teeth, and his body shook.

Josh shot him a stare; Randy still had faith in the system, but Josh knew from previous experience that once the FBI had its hands on him, they would make him disappear—torture and the threat of medical experimentation were nothing new. Following the proper channels was useless when the government didn’t. “They won’t,” he said, his voice solemn, controlled, tinged with the dolorous sadness of knowing war was the only option. And when the enemy came, they would not find him wanting. “I promise.”

The middle-aged man paused in thought. Josh looked over at their two companions, who had wisely remained silent. Troy Thompson (wearing his Pelicans hat turned sideways), had been Josh’s best friend for as long as he could remember; and Kodi, a humanoid alien who acted as spokesman for the other refugees from their home world of Leiasam, all of whom having become semi-permanent residents of the ever-growing Anvil household. He was somehow glamoured by Sadie to look like a redheaded, freckle-faced teen of maybe fifteen (albeit a stocky one and not quite enough neck to look comfortable), and had saved Josh’s life more times than he could count, guided him in using his powers, and orchestrated the beginnings of a slave rebellion against the interstellar slave lord Raga who even now threatened Earth.

They nodded to him from where they lay reclined on the turf, now partially lit by the waning sun. Part of him wanted to stay and play on the floating island and maybe catch a few zees, but Niris had to be taught a lesson. Then you can figure out how to save the world; no biggie.

“Don’t worry,” Troy called out. “I’ll tell the fam your plan.”

That was Josh’s biggest worry because right now his family were unwitting hostages held by Niris until he showed himself. A line had been crossed.

Josh nodded and sighed, his body suddenly registering his condition. This was hardly the first crisis of the day, let alone the week. After being beaten up by a human giant, fighting off a school filled with murderous clones, soaked by Troy’s water-bending, drugged by FBI agents, and escaping from a doomed spacecraft, it didn’t seem medically possible that he still stood. He was ready to call it a day. Or a month even. Yet here it was still Monday.

He took in the clothes he had on since gym—his school practice jerseys, now stained in grime and sweat. He hoped Niris would at least let him change before they hauled him away.

“Okay,” Grandpa Randy said, resting his left hand gently on Josh’s head. “Let’s do this.”

“Gotta pull it,” Josh remarked with a slight smile. “To play your part.”

Suddenly Josh felt the roots of his hair yank taut, and sharp pain rippled through his scalp.

Yep, I asked for it.

“Uh, not quite that much!”

Grandpa Randy laughed a little while giving Josh a tight shoulder hug. His hand returned to his hair and together they walked through the swirling portal.

Although the sunlight had faded around Josh’s house, the Louisiana heat hit him like an overheated oven blasting open. He suddenly missed his pleasant 70-degree island paradise. Agent Niris stood front and center, a dark government-issue vehicle crouched behind him in the driveway; against the backdrop of his beloved home, pastures, and ancestral trees, it was about as pleasant as finding a skull amidst a rose garden.

Josh’s nine small dragons—the ones he called minis—circled in the air, crying in high-pitched squeals. Josh projected his thoughts quickly, not needing to speak.

Everything is okay. I won’t be harmed.

The dragons settled on nearby tree branches, flapping and chirping as Randy Anvil grabbed Josh’s right arm and shoved him toward FBI Agent Niris. The balding, well-fleshed man wore mirrored sunglasses and a clean navy Brooks Brothers suit of high quality if antiquated cut; clearly, he used his size, appearance, and the intimation of government solidarity to overpower and intimidate. Even his self-satisfied grin was more that of a predator showing its teeth than any human expression.

Doesn’t that man ever get dirty? Josh wondered.

“Here he is, officer!” Grandpa Randy barked. “He ran like the coward he is, but I finally caught him.” He shoved Josh further forward, making him stumble to the ground. He rubbed his tender arm and breathed quickly.

“I can’t tell you what an embarrassment this is for my family,” Randy Anvil cried, livid. “If you want, I can take him and whip him until he—”

“Randy, NO!” Emily Anvil cried, her eyes lit with rare fury.

Agent Niris held his hands up in a placatory gesture. “That won’t be necessary, Mister Anvil,” he said, and made a sound that had as much to do with laughing as pulling your lips up has to do with smiling. The wrinkles disappeared from his forehead for a second. “We’ll take it from here. Thank you for your cooperation.”

A male and female agent stepped forward to take Josh into custody. The man wore aviator sunglasses and a dark blue FBI cap. A full mustache and partial beard covered his boyish face, and though he was tall he was whip-thin and had not yet developed the bulk of a full-grown adult. The woman, however, was beefy enough for the both of them. A double chin wobbled as she walked, and her eyes were seemingly set in deep hollows from the extra padding around her crow’s feet. She wore sunglasses that fit her face, but no cap, and her auburn hair bobbed to the back of her neck.

Both lifted Josh and cuffed his hands behind his back. They pulled him to the maroon Chevy Suburban from which they’d come, and the youth resisted enough to make it look convincing.

As one, the Anvil family and the humanoid refugees started forward, but as quickly as it had come their resolve melted. Shocked, confused, and worried expressions told Josh what he’d suspected for a while now: without him to forge the path, they were lost. Emily Anvil held baby Amelia Rose close, vibrating in place. Chris Anvil, Josh’s dad, was still dressed in his firefighting gear from the chaos at the high school just a few hours earlier, and stood by his wife’s side, brooding, his face darkened, his thoughts darker. Josh’s little sister Candace clung to Grandma Anvil with her left hand and wiped her eyes with the other.

Josh regretted his inability to explain his strategy. His mom would likely cry nonstop until he returned, or until Grandpa Randy could convince them it was a planned act. He knew his dad would burn for revenge against Niris, and a man who calls raging infernos home and hefts an axe for a living is not one to be angered lightly.

But when faced with three guns holstered in plain sight, none dared to challenge, and Josh was glad of it. At the first sign of a drawn gun, the minis would have to take over, and his revenge would be necessarily short-lived. With the chaos of his life over the past few months it had not occurred to him that he might need to teach them how to disarm and disable without killing outright.

There was no chance for goodbyes. The woman crammed him into the Suburban’s back bench seat, snapped him in, and wrapped his mouth with a long strip of yellow duct tape. The speed and good order of it meant it had been practiced. Really? Josh wondered, somewhat humored, but annoyed at the same time. Now I can’t even talk? This was beginning to look like a rerun of the Twirzog show. And that had ended with a pair of fire-breathing dragons damaging the facility where he was being kept, rampaging through security forces up to and including tanks and gunships, and letting it be known to Agent Twirzog that if anyone from the FBI came near him or his family, he would drown them all in dragon fire.

Many had needed a change of underwear after that, but now it seemed the sincerity of Josh’s promise was under suspicion.

The male agent revved the engine while the woman rode shotgun.

Niris gripped Randy’s hand firmly, chuckling at the notion this swamp rat thought he was doing the right thing, then hopped in the Suburban on Josh’s right.

Grandpa Randy waved, playing his part.

After closing his door, Niris clamped his left hand down on Josh’s neck. Per FBI regs, official vehicles such as this had windows tinted far darker than was legal for civilian vehicles. The FBI didn’t want to be observed, they did the observing. No one on the outside could see it.

“Thought you could get away that easily?” Niris said. He shook him like a dog worrying at a bone, then flung him back against his seat.

Josh wished he could massage his sore neck, and he was tempted to abandon his plan. Though the pain only lasted a few seconds, it gave the youth a few more ideas for the bestseller never written: How to Revenge Yourself on an FBI Agent.

His breath whooshed out through his nose and he leaned left, as far away from Niris’ odor as he could manage. He might’ve kept clean and worn a decent cologne once, but a day spent steaming outdoors in Louisiana, stuck in a full suit, had soured him to an obscene degree.

The driver sped out of the darkening Anvil driveway.

“Back to base,” Niris instructed quietly. “We can let the captives out,” he added, not missing a beat.

“Check,” the woman said as she took out her cell phone.

Niris looked at Josh with an uncontained smile—the Cheshire cat look. “Not that you’ll see any of them again,” Josh could tell he was thinking.

He squeezed Josh’s right leg experimentally. “There’s quite a dossier on you; even I don’t have the clearance to read half of it, but what there is reads like a comic book. You don’t look like anything special. Still, you took out my people stationed at your school despite the precautions they took,” he hissed, pulling Josh close.

Josh tried not to breathe. The giant who’d kept him bound and prepped for vivisection was no great loss in his opinion. But he would never willingly take credit for the twisted heap of flesh and bone that Raga’s warriors had easily made of him.

“But we’ll get there. In time.” He gripped Josh’s short head of hair. “We’ve got big plans for you and your abilities. I can’t wait to see how proud you’ll make all of us.”

Josh jerked his leg away and leaned against the door as he gave Niris a withering glare. His face heated as the gloating man laughed.

“This will be so good for my career,” the agent said to himself. A permanent smile seemed to settle on the man’s face, likely fed by visions of quick promotions and larger paychecks.

Images of giant triple-stinger wasps filled the teen’s mind. Niris’ dossier had nothing regarding his newfound ability to bring things to life just by thinking about them. All he had to do was let them loose inside the vehicle.

But the plan. If he stuck to it, Niris and his two misfits would get theirs. But if Josh’s impulses took control, he knew that others might get hurt, specifically his family and friends.

“Can’t wait ‘til we’re back,” the driver complained, darting a sidelong glance at Josh. “This place gives me the creeps.”

“What’s wrong, Goofwad?” his partner said with a hard smile. “Family superstitions haunting you again?”

This seemed to be an old argument that apparently hit the man’s raw, pre-teen nerve.

“Shut up!” he exploded. He shook his head and the Suburban veered to the right. “You’re completely clueless,” he said in a lower, sulking tone. “You have no idea. You didn’t grow up here.”

He sounded like a whiny freshman in Josh’s science class. And Josh, being a Storyteller’s Club member, knew exactly what he was so afraid of.

The woman switched on the radio loud enough to drown out his voice. The last half of Somebody’s Watching Me played, followed by Night Time, My Time, until the driver switched the radio back off.

Great setup for what’s to come, Josh thought to himself.

“Goofwad,” she murmured with a longsuffering sigh, like a mother dealing with a stubborn child.

“Shut up,” the driver repeated, this time turning the steering wheel so the Suburban swayed to the left. “That’s not my name. Anyway, Gowen Getter is better than Filet Minyon.”

Seriously? Josh thought. He feared his eyes were about to roll into the back of his head.

She thumped a solid fist into the driver’s shoulder. “Keep your eyes on the road or I’ll drive.”

Josh peered over at Niris in the gloom of the cab. His arms were folded over his chest but his head didn’t move. He didn’t react to the agents bickering. Was he asleep or still contemplating his up-and-coming promotions?

As the Suburban screamed along the road through the darkness, the day finally caught up with Josh. He felt his body relax and he breathed deeply through his nose. Overcome with weariness, he closed his eyes and let his dreams carry him away...

“WHAT is THAT?”

Josh’s body propelled forward. The seatbelt bit suddenly and held most of him in place, but his head hit against the window glass, hard.

Ouch, Josh thought.

Blood trickled over his left eye as he tried to make sense of the dark scene.

The vehicle slowed considerably. It moved along at maybe ten miles per hour. Without any other traffic around, darkness and gloom surrounded the Suburban, except for the headlights and overhanging freeway lights.

“Watch the road!” Niris shouted. After turning on the overhead light, he leaned in toward Josh, who snapped his eyes shut just in time. “You’re gonna kill the kid!”

“He self-heals,” Gowen said shakily. “Remember?”

“You wanna bet your career on that?” Filet said.

Niris unbuckled himself sharply and examined Josh’s head. “Stop! Stop the car!” he barked into Josh’s already offended ear.

More...blood...flow, Josh thought. In a second his left eye was covered in it and he felt the warm fluid fully stream down the left side of his face. Sort of like a red waterfall.

Niris swore as the Suburban came to a halt.

“All you have to do is pay attention! Drive straight on the Causeway! What’s so hard about that?”

Causeway? Josh wondered. We’re there already?

He kept his eyes closed as Niris’ fingers gently touched his oozing scalp. Josh figured the man’s hand had to be soaked by now.

“There it is again!” The driver cried. “I told you! I told you!” He was so frantic he began hiccupping loudly. “Auuuugh!”

In life she had been the daughter of a plantation owner, given to passions and flights of fancy which neither governess nor finishing school could force from her. And though she was not the best choice for a man wishing to marry well, her dowry was considerable. Yet the man whom she came to love madly was common and rough; she could never hope to receive her father’s blessing. So, she eloped one night, in a wedding gown of whitest silk, taking with her nothing more than the horse she needed to make her way through the swamp to her beloved and the place they would make a home.

In death they say she still wanders, lost in the dark and the marsh—some say even a slave to it—for her end came so swiftly she didn’t even feel her neck snap when the horse was bitten by a cottonmouth and reared, throwing her. Many have seen her, a few even got away to speak of it, but none knew what she wanted. All anyone knew was that if you should find yourself in the marshes after sundown and spot a glow in the distance, turn the other way, run, and pray she hasn’t seen you.

“Get a grip, Getter!” Filet shouted back.

Josh cracked his right eye open just enough to find Niris pressing forward in his seat.

Then he looked past the driver’s head. He could see something.

A bright white object pulsated and floated in the air, about a quarter mile away and closing fast. With pitch darkness surrounding it, it made for a ghostly scene.

Josh closed his eye just as Niris turned to him. Blood continued to run down his neck and now onto his chest.

“Did the kid do it?” Getter asked in a high-pitched whine.

“He can’t even talk!” Niris shouted back. “And now his head’s bleeding like a stuck pig!”

Getter and Minyon sat motionless as Niris carefully unbuckled Josh and gently leaned his body forward. In a few seconds, his hands were freed and his mouth uncovered. The agent re-buckled him before switching off the light.

“Stay quiet,” Niris commanded. “Maybe it won’t see us.”

“Is the kid okay?” Minyon whispered.

“He needs a doctor. He hit his head when Goofwad slammed on the brakes.”

“Sir, that is not my—”

“Stow it,” Niris snapped. “Here it comes.”

What illumination streamed from the overhanging lights enhanced the sheer blackness of night, as if the darkness were guzzling it down. That made the lurid apparition more terrifying. It flew straight for the vehicle, and as it grew in size, what was an amorphous rippling glow like foxfire came into terrible focus.

A silk dress, purest white, shining as if in broad daylight, was a funeral shroud to the withered occupant. Clearly the wearer had once been a woman, but the hard angle of bones protruded from the dress at the hips and shoulders. The body hung slack in the air, a waist-long cascade of black hair obscuring its face. Ice water churned in the guts of all those watching, realizing the dress was holding itself upright. Its hem remained resolute, not fluttering in the wind as it drew closer.

“My god,” Getter whispered, crossing himself. “She’s a prisoner...”

As if at the mention of her, the head snapped upward, lolling at an angle. Fierce eyes that flickered all the colors of a fire regarded them with a mixture of pain and hate. Her tattered, sticklike arms slowly rose, and reaching for them as far as they could, her ragged fingernails hardened over a glossy black and slowly began to extend into genuine claws. Her glaring face reminded Josh of a deranged Mona Lisa.

The light encapsulating her stretched about twenty feet, all whirling, glowing, and pulsating white.

Josh was impressed with himself. It turned out much better than he imagined. So far it was effective. And convincing.

“See? See?” the driver moaned. “It’s the Silk Lady. She’s gonna hunt us!”

“Too late for that,” Filet deadpanned. She cocked her gun and pointed it at the ghostly creature, heedless of the windshield. “Come on!”

The Silk Lady moved like lightning, also heedless of the windshield, slamming into it with the force of a bomb blast.

“Mother duckweed!” Getter exclaimed.

The glass detonated and flung thousands of tiny fragments everywhere.

The agents were still throwing up their hands to shield themselves. Only Josh ducked in time. Streaks of blood seeped from cuts on hands and horrified faces.

But the Silk Lady had just begun. The apparition took out the driver’s side window with breakneck speed, filling the cab with more glass and their faces with more cuts.

The ghost gripped the metal frame between the bashed-out windows and let out a terrifying scream, jerking the Suburban into the air.

Suddenly her horrific twin appeared, smashing out the shotgun window, just as vicious. Together they lifted the vehicle into the starry night sky.

The agents had finally processed enough to respond. They drew and fired their weapons. The hail of panicked shots was deafening in close confines, and Josh wondered if his abused eardrums would contribute to the blood coating his face. Clearly, they hadn’t thought what would happen if the pair decided to drop them from a hundred feet up. But they hadn’t thought what the point of shooting a ghost was either. The Silk Ladies were unharmed. Their banshee shrieking could well have been some unholy version of laughter.

Josh tried to brace himself, as the apparitions swung the automobile in a wide circle—a very fast, wide circle. Filet Minyon retched as the spinning quickened. They only stopped when Josh felt dizzy.

The agents kept firing at the shrieking creatures until every bullet was spent, all the while shouting and swearing and screaming at the ghosts and each other. But the creatures paid them no heed.

“Anyone know how high up we are?” Gowen shouted, his voice high and squeaking with fright.

The glowing phantoms continued their ascent, twirling the vehicle occasionally, shaking it often, and moaning or screaming continuously. Josh smirked as he watched the agents sicken and act more distraught with every passing moment; helplessness did not sit well with them.

Josh knew the feeling.

The only one showing a semblance of calm was Niris, who seemed intent on checking Josh’s blood flow every thirty seconds.

.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

2 [image: image] FBI CAPTIVES


[image: ]


Let me off this crazy ride.

The Chevy landed on the ground with a bang, thud, and crash, and that was just its front. It bounced several more times over spongey turf before finally rolling to a stop. Josh thought it was great practice for the Extreme Bumper Cars show.

He tried to act limp and unconscious, but it was hard not to brace himself from all the jolting. Or grin from seeing their freaked-out faces.

As soon as the vehicle stilled and the engine sputtered out, the Silk Ladies vanished into the starry night sky with fading moans of anguish.

Shock left them insensible for a handful of seconds. And, to their credit, they recovered more quickly than anyone Josh had seen reason to traumatize before. Then as one, the agents opened the dented doors and fell out of the rig. Gowen threw up (again) right outside his door and groaned, while the others stretched and walked around the Suburban, apparently inspecting the damage with flashlights.

“Is the kid alive?” Filet asked in a low voice.

“Yeah, and his vitals are fine,” Niris replied. “He doesn’t seem to want to wake up. Maybe he’s faking.”

“Where are we?”

“No idea. Don’t see lights anywhere. Maybe on some mountain.”

“In Louisiana?” she countered.

“Am I dead?” Gowen groaned. “Oh, no. What is that?”

As Josh carefully opened his door and hopped out of the government rig, thousands of tiny lights descended, filling the air with a bright, otherworldly yellowish glow.

“Fireflies?” the woman complained. “It’s not their season.” She noticed Josh and made a sudden move toward him. The others followed her lead.

Josh took a few steps back while wiping some blood from his face.

“Nice driving,” he said to Gowen.

The agent folded his arms and looked embarrassed.

“Sorry, I just—”

“You’re apologizing to him?” Filet interrupted. “What is wrong with you?”

Gowen motioned to Josh. “Well, he’s, you know...”

“What? A kid? A punk? A dyslexic teenager with severe problems?” She shrugged. “What?”

“In charge,” Getter replied, without meeting her gaze.

Filet motioned and snorted. “Him? And just how did you come up with that brilliant deduction?”

Niris took another slow step forward, to which Josh held up his hand and shook his head no.

“Well,” Gowen explained. “We didn’t go down, right? I mean, we always ascended—the Silk Ladies carried us...up?” He lifted a finger into the air.

Josh wiped at his face again and smiled slightly.

“Welcome to my island.”

He looked down at his jerseys—both the top and shorts were a mess of blood. Would his mom get mad at him for having to clean it? And would the blood ever come out?

“Your...island?” Filet demanded in a huff.

A sudden wave of weakness and nausea hit Josh as she and Niris advanced. His energy level cratered and his patience waned.

“I’ll give you guys a head start,” he said quietly. “From the tag bushes.”

“Tag bushes,” the woman scoffed. “What’s your game, kid?”

Filet lunged at Josh, who held his ground, arms crossed. As quick as lightning, plants resembling corn stalks with oversized lily pads snatched her up, wrapped her in a cocoon, and lay her on the ground. Only her face showed.

“Get me out of this!” she raged.

“Huh,” Josh murmured. “And that was the easy level.” He looked at the other two agents and shrugged. “Five-second head start?” he offered.

Getter took off running but Niris seemed to be in no mood to play. He came after Josh, and soon he lay wrapped up tight beside the other agent. He tried to wriggle free as he cursed.

“Hey, there’s a minor present,” Josh said wryly. “Watch your language!”

But this only seemed to infuriate the man.

“I swear, Anvil, your life is over! You hear me? I don’t care what you do to us, you’ll never get away with it! I’ve got agents all over the place! Your family—”

Thick leaves covered Niris’ mouth, muffling his words. Josh kneeled over him and gripped his chin. His face burned. A part of him had hoped this would all serve as a lesson in humility; Getter seemed the most willing to accept that there’s always a bigger fish in the pond, and that helped. But power and the delusion of invulnerability seemed to go hand-in-hand. Minyon might have been forgiven if she didn’t have the clearance to read whatever was in Josh’s file, but Niris knew enough to taunt him about it, and in the face of power here and now he resorted to promises that would, if the murders attributed to Josh had truly been his doing, have gotten him killed already.

With a moment’s concentration the diffuse glow from the fireflies collected around Josh’s single outstretched finger. There was Niris’ face, the haloed digit fairly humming with power, and Josh’s face: a shark’s smile and eyes burning in the glow like hellfire. Beyond, stygian darkness.

“Do not ever threaten my family again, or that will be the last thing you ever do,” Josh grated slowly, his anger building with every word. He had to force himself to calm down. “Raga won’t get away with it and you’re nothing compared to him.”

The teen willed the plants away from the man’s face so he could respond.

“Do you...understand...what...I just said?” Josh felt his face grow hotter than ever, and his heart beat wildly in his chest.

Niris nodded quickly, his eyes wide. Beside him, Minyon was doing the same in eager sympathy.

“Come after me, that’s fine,” Josh continued with a strange sense of confidence. “Then it’s a fair fight. But never them, and not Lisa. You leave her alone.”

“What do you want?” Niris snapped.

Josh sighed with weariness. “Besides a shower, food, and sleep?” he asked. “I want answers. Like why did you clone the teachers and kidnap me?”

As the fireflies danced, Niris’ face turned dark.

“You aren’t in charge, Anvil. Torture me all you want, kill me even, but it won’t change a thing. I won’t help you!”

Josh sighed yet again as the plant grew back around the man’s mouth. “I don’t do torture!” he cried, and the island suddenly shook as if a slight earthquake hit it.

“That’s one of about a hundred things separating me from you,” he continued in a calmer tone. “You can think of this place as a sort of resort, except you won’t be able to run around. But you’ll have food, shelter, and a place to sleep.”

Josh stood. Set it up, he thought.

As the fireflies ascended, three mounds of soil grew into distinct structures, about thirty feet square, with three walls and one opening that faced away from the other buildings. The insides separated into rooms of varying sizes.

Josh nodded in satisfaction and pointed at Niris. At once the plants dragged him along the ground and inside one of the buildings, where he lay wrapped until thick bars grew across the exposed entrance. Then the plants released him and Niris leaped to his feet.

“Kidnapping?” he shouted, now that he was safe in his cage.

Josh shrugged. “Kidnapping?” he mimicked. “Cloning teachers and throwing people in jail without cause?”

“I’ll never cooperate,” the man said.

A darkness crossed Josh's mind for an instant as if a fleeting shadow flew above his head. It whispered revenge, showed him horrendous monsters, and suggestions of what they could do.

"No!" Josh shouted out loud. "Not that! That is not how I operate!"

He looked at the agent who lay at his feet, staring at him with wary eyes. The youth took three deep breaths before he felt better.

“Fine," he said to Niris. "Then you'll be one less thing to worry about." He looked around the dark island. "You can ask for whatever food you like to eat, just by talking.” He scratched some dried blood from his chin. “Doesn’t do hamburgers though. Already tried that.”

After Josh ordered the plants to imprison Filet, he scanned the area for Gowen, who had made it only fifty feet before the plants took him. Josh could hear his muffled cries as the man was dragged to his cell.

After the bars appeared and Gowen stood, he looked at Josh with a grimace.

“Please don’t hurt me! I’ll do anything you ask, Mr. god-dude!”

“Shut up, Goofwad!” Filet cried.

Josh looked at the man, starting to feel a little sorry for him.

“Not gonna hurt you,” he said quietly, with arms folded. “Just need Niris’ cooperation. When I get it, you can all go. You hold out long enough, I might put you all in the same cell and let you pry some answers out of each other.” He yawned. “Good night!”

“No! Don’t leave!” Gowen begged, his arms poking through the prison bars. “Ask me something. Maybe I can help!”

“Okay,” Josh said hopefully. “Is Niris working with the aliens? If not, how was he able to clone people? And are there more he’s cloned that I don’t know about? Are you a clone? How many people in the FBI know about this and how many might be clones themselves?”

Gowen’s mouth opened and closed several times, but he remained speechless. Finally, he simply looked at the ground and shrugged. So, Josh turned and walked down the dark hill, while the fireflies followed and gave ample light.

He felt his energy level fall again, and his legs suddenly gave way. He fell on his rear, exhausted, suffering a pounding headache. But he was glad his captives didn’t see his weakness.

“Need...water,” he breathed quietly.

Instantly a tall cup appeared from beneath the ground, filled to the brim with cold water. Josh shakily took about twelve swallows. Now he was able to think a little more clearly.

The agents might stay mad at him for days, but he was willing to risk it to get the answers he needed. Oddly enough, Niris reminded him of Twirzog more than ever.

Twirzog: the FBI agent who kidnapped him, threatened his life and backed down only when Tershon and Lidia threatened to demolish the New Orleans FBI building. Later he showed up, on another planet, and on a Mother Ship, working for Raga. How did that happen, exactly? Was he really a human working to overthrow Earth, or an alien in disguise?

Josh wondered what he would do if Niris and the other agents stayed on the island for days or weeks. What if they never cooperated? They were his best chance of learning Raga’s plan to bring the planet’s population “into balance,” as the evil, wrinkled creature had called it. It would kill billions, and right now the only thing stopping Raga from doing it overtly was the prize that Josh and his abilities represented if he agreed to go along with this plan (and plans on a galactic-scale) of his own free will. That and the promise that his family would be spared if Josh convinced world leaders to cooperate with Raga.

Friggin Mondays.

His headache increased with his weakness. As he lay back on the grass, a soft bed-like padding rose beneath him, bringing instant relief. His hands shook and his legs felt like they weighed a ton.

Maybe he should just spend the night here and rest up. It was just as good as his bed back home. He felt starved, but doubted he even had the strength to eat.

Josh closed his eyes, feeling the soft grass beneath him welcome his body. It felt great to not move.

A faint but familiar meow caught his ear, somewhere off to his right.

Josh sat up.

“Junior!” he called out to his long-haired, black cat. “Over here, Junior!”

It seemed so long ago since he played with his cat. He guiltily remembered the fateful day when all his power adventures started. He had planned a day of fishing with his dad so he could ask about quitting school. His dyslexia problems seemed so insurmountable at the time. But while getting ready he accidently snagged Junior with a lure. He unfortunately yanked the furry feline out of the thick grass with such force that it shot straight back at Josh; unfortunately, because Junior’s reaction to being catapulted was to extend his claws and latch onto the first thing he struck. Josh still had the shirt with the holes and bloodstains.

The cat made his way ever closer, calling and purring all the while. Before long Junior rubbed his body against Josh’s arm and purred loudly.

The teen grinned, glad that his cat wasn’t still mad at him. He loved Junior and wished he had a whole lot more of them. As he lay back down, he took a deep breath and his mind drifted off, thinking about hundreds of long-haired cats roaming his island, as the fireflies dimmed to a low glow above his head.

A shriek pulled Josh out of his catatonic state. It took a few seconds to remember where he was. A few fireflies hovered around and some stars twinkled, but there wasn’t enough light for him to see anything clearly. Junior wasn’t around.

Two figures stood over him. At first, he worried that the agents escaped, so he froze, pretending to be asleep, while still keeping his eyes partly open.

“Look at all the blood!” came a woman’s high-pitched voice. “Those butchers! Those filthy, terrible...” Her voice trailed off to uncontrollable sobbing and her body quivered.

Obviously, this wasn’t Filet, who likely wished he was dead right now. But, who could it be?

“Doesn’t make any sense,” another voice sounded, low and deep. “He said...he said keep to the plan. Now look at him!” A man reached out toward Josh, causing him to brace, but withdrew his hand as the woman cried out.

“Don’t touch him!” She suddenly turned away. “You know Chris and Emily will never forgive us. Never.”

Wait, Josh thought. They’re talking about Mom and Dad?

“Grandpa? Grandma?” he croaked, barely above a whisper.

Donna Anvil cried out, turned, and kneeled beside him. She hesitantly touched his blood-soaked hair with trembling fingers. Randy kneeled on his other side, placing a quivering hand lightly on his shoulder.

“Josh?” he said in a quiet voice. “Can you hear me?”

Josh nodded slightly, still weak and exhausted. His headache hadn’t faded much, and it rolled with the beats of his heart. “Sorry I didn’t come home sooner,” he said, feeling embarrassed. “I’m just really...tired.”

“Just lay still, Son,” Grandpa Randy said in a wavering voice. “Don’t move, promise?”

Josh didn’t have to think twice about that. He really wanted nothing more than a nap. A long nap.

“I’ll go,” his grandma said, and like a flash, she ran off.

Josh’s eyes widened with surprise. “Where’s she goin’?”

“Don’t speak, Josh. It’s okay,” his grandpa said in a choking whisper. “She went to get...help.”

Josh looked at him curiously. Help? Why did he need help? Was there something wrong with him? Was that why he felt so tired? He summoned the fireflies with his thoughts and, in only a moment, hundreds of tiny lights twinkled and buzzed around them.

Josh looked at his blood-stained jerseys.

“Mom’s gonna kill me for this,” he moaned.

Randy’s face contorted with sorrow and fear. “She probably won’t get the chance.”

“What?”

“Never mind,” his grandpa said quickly. “Can you tell me where it hurts the most?”

“What?”

“Your...pain...where is it the strongest?”

Josh thought a moment and shrugged. “I...I don’t feel anything,” he said.

Randy’s eyes closed and he swallowed hard, as if he just got the worst news in the world. “Okay, okay,” he said. “We need to get you out of here. I don’t suppose you can walk?”

Josh moved his tired legs a little, but they ached and felt heavier than ever. His skull thumped in sympathy.

“I don’t think so,” he muttered. “Not sure what’s wrong.”

“Oh no, don’t think about it,” his grandpa said in a voice well over the verge of panic. “It would probably make things worse. What if I took you?”

Josh remembered the last time his grandpa carried him. That was justified since he had been wounded by Raga’s gargoyle servant. That was humiliating enough.

“No,” Josh choked out. “Thanks, though. I probably just need rest. I’ll be okay.”

His grandpa looked away, and Josh saw him cover his mouth.

Time felt weird. Randy stood mute sentinel, turned away from the lights. His shaking shoulders meant he either was chilled or trying not to cry. Josh didn’t really know why he would be crying, and it felt warm enough out tonight, but then again, he figured he might not be the best judge since he felt so funky as it was. And for all his imagination, he was dead sure he hadn’t put any leprechauns on the island. He didn’t see them exactly. More got the sense they were there. Pots of gold, rainbows, red balloons, and blue moons swam through his vision as he stared up at the sky. And every time he felt himself drift off to sleep, he was jerked awake by some tiny voices affecting a terrible Irish brogue:

“After me lucky charms, they say? As if the diabetes weren’t enough. Always after me lucky charms! Well, that tears it, boyo! Next knee-high ween is getting the shillelagh first, second, and third for good measure!” Mad cackling seemed to echo between his ears.

It snapped off like the flipping of a switch as flashlight beams danced in the distance at the base of the hill. Soon he heard his dad and mom yell out his name.

Chris Anvil arrived first, handing the flashlight off to his father, who focused it at Josh.

“Hey, Dad,” Josh said, feeling his face flush. “I was just taking a nap.”

His dad carefully examined Josh’s face and head, moving next to his chest and stomach. Finally, he looked at his legs.

Emily kneeled by his head, her body shaking and her voice sobbing.

“Josh, what happened?” his dad asked quietly. “I don’t see any wounds. Where did all this blood come from?”

“It’s my blood, Dad. I made most of it.” Was he going to have to explain everything? He was so tired and just wanted to sleep. Yet Chris Anvil's expression demanded an answer.

He sighed. “Okay, I hit my head on the window of the car when they saw the Silk Lady and freaked out. I faked being knocked out and made lots of blood so they would think I was hurt bad.” He smiled. “Did you guys forget that I always heal after I get hurt?”

“Oh,” his grandpa said, with a big look of relief on his face. “Well, that’s good. Very good, Josh!” He looked over at Chris Anvil, hopefully.

But Chris only returned a dark stare.

“That’s no excuse for what you did,” he spoke with a tone of harshness.

“Dad, I’m fine, just tired is all,” Josh said. “This has been a really...long day. My legs gave out and I’m hungry.” He looked at his grandpa and smiled. “We did it. Got ‘em locked away.”

“You did? That’s my boy!” Randy’s eyes lit up and he laughed.

“Did what, exactly?” Josh’s mom asked with raised eyebrows and a strong hint of irritation in her voice.

“Mom, I made Grandpa give me over to Niris. That’s the only way my plan would work.”

“Plan? What...plan?” she demanded through her teeth.

“The plan to keep you all from being murdered in your beds!” Josh snapped, feeling another headache coming on. It pulsed stronger this time. “Or possibly being black-bagged and tortured to death at some government black site. Don’t you see? You were at risk, you remain the liability, not me. The FBI held you hostage. The only way they would leave is if they got what they wanted. Me. Since Grandpa is the oldest, they would think he was in charge. He had to hand me over so they would think it was legit.”

Emily crossed her arms and looked away. “You think they believed that? You could have done something else,” she murmured.

“Like what, Mom?” Josh cried, his temples now throbbing. “Kill them? You want your son to commit murder? Fine, sure thing, Mom; only problem is that it wouldn’t have called off the people detailed to watch you if anything happened to Niris. He had to do that himself. And he did once he thought he had me. Niris was going to...” He stopped and swallowed.

“What? What was he going to do?” she demanded.

Josh knew he couldn’t tell her about the clones that had taken over the school. As far as he knew, that was still a secret.

“Niris was trying to kidnap me and wanted to use my powers—that’s what he said,” he replied with a look. “Same as that Twirzog creep. Now it’s his turn to be the prisoner.”

“And what are you going to do with him?” Chris asked.

Just then Kodi ran up, all out of breath. He took one look at Josh with wide and anxious eyes.

“I’m fine, Kodi,” Josh murmured, pulling himself up on his feet. But he collapsed after his legs shook uncontrollably and gave out. He landed on his face in the dirt.

Oh great, he thought. That was so not cool.

At once Chris scooped him up in a firefighter’s carry. He took off toward the portal, with a hardened face as Josh tried to squirm out of his firm hold.

“Dad, wait!” he cried. “I found Junior! Just let me...come on! Just help me walk!” He tried to kick his way free.

Chris only stared impassively at his son and moved faster.

“Listen to me,” he said quietly. Josh noticed his shining eyes, almost overflowing. “I’m still your dad and this is like...like the only way I can help you right now. So let me do it.”

Josh knew there was no use arguing—it wouldn’t do any good. But watching the procession following behind made him feel weak and helpless, and there were few things he hated more. The FBI thug’s words flew back to him:

You’re nothin’, Anvil, you hear me? You’re nothin!

His mind played back so many of the words carelessly leveled at him. Despite what his parents said, he knew he wasn’t smart.

And now he couldn’t even walk.

“I found the cat!” Kodi called out as they neared the portal. “I’ll bring him.” He paused. “Wait. Eye see another one.”

“I saw about five back there,” Grandpa Randy muttered. “Didn’t know you guys were cat lovers.”
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This is gross.

It took Josh forever to shower away all the blood from his hair and skin. He figured he’d have to pay for the crimson jerseys out of his own pocket since both pieces completely changed color. No wonder why his grandma and grandpa freaked. He must have looked like a fatality from a really bad horror movie.

Yet his mom seemed to take on the “Dare of the Jerseys,” as she called it, as a personal challenge. While he sat at the dining room table inhaling some nachos with Junior purring on his lap (the real family one, he hoped), she went to work in her cleaning closet.

“Let’s see,” she said, reaching her shelf and its myriad cleaning chemicals. “Ammonia, bleach, baking soda, vinegar, and hydrogen peroxide. That’s a start. Oh, wait; ammonia and bleach equals death; gotta remember that one.”

Josh glanced up at the round clock on the dining room wall that read 9:32 pm. Really? It seemed a whole lot later than that. His dad sat in the living room, flipping through his latest Basset Hound Club Tally Ho magazine, while both dogs lay at his feet, panting happily. They looked like twins with their velvety ears and sand-covered markings.

The humanoids from Leiasam loitered around, with Jana and Libby, twins with long dark hair, watching Emily scrub Josh’s jerseys like there was no tomorrow. Candace and Amelia Rose had been asleep before Josh returned, and his grandparents went to
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