
  
    [image: Jericho Walker]
  


  
    
      JERICHO WALKER

      MISSSISSIPPI LIZARD SLAYER AND 16 OTHER MIND-BENDING STORIES

    

    
      
        DUKE TATE

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Pearl Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Jericho Walker: Mississippi Lizard Slayer

      

      
        Sasquatch’s Cereal

      

      
        The Wordsmith

      

      
        The Man on the Train

      

      
        The Bridge is Out

      

      
        The Pink Lady

      

      
        The Biscuit

      

      
        Only the Painting Knows the Whole Story

      

      
        Santa’s Magic Bag

      

      
        Bottom of the Ninth

      

      
        The Burger Flip Kid

      

      
        The Venus 2.0

      

      
        Video Store

      

      
        Eccentrification

      

      
        The Poo Police

      

      
        The Rapper

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Duke Tate

      

      
        Also by Ken Tate

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Jericho Walker: Misssissippi Lizard Slayer and 16 Other Mind-Bending Stories

      

        

      
        Copyright © 2024 by Duke Tate

      

        

      
        All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof

        may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

        

      
        ISBN  978-1-951465-78-0 ebook

        ISBN 978-1-951465-79-7 paperback

      

        

      
        Pearl Press

        135 Jenkins Street

        Ste. 135B, #133

        Saint Augustine, Florida

        32084

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            JERICHO WALKER: MISSISSIPPI LIZARD SLAYER

          

          BY DUKE TATE

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      The day the music stopped was the moment the lizard people were born.

      In the year 2021, California pop music sensation the Lizard King tricked everybody with his serpent sounds, infecting the streaming airwaves of Spotify, YouTube, and Apple Music with an auditory impact so profound it turned every mortal soul who heard it into a scaly green, walking, talking lizard.

      Ever since, communities have been divided into fortified areas or “safe zones”—where the humans lived—and those “outside the zone”: where the lizards roamed. No free person dared to listen to any sound on a playable device now for fear that the hellish music might awaken in them a reptilian werewolfery.

      Jericho Walker had been an outlaw in his time on earth before the music died, but now he was just another survivor living in Fortification X near Kosciusko, Mississippi. Not Jericho nor anyone in town dared go past the railway station where the lookout towers, armed with The Watchers, were located.

      Today, as he walked toward the embattled town center, he spotted Doc Abbot in his front yard surrounded by piles of miscellaneous items for barter, sitting on a sun-bleached purple velvet sofa, playing solitaire with a worn-out deck of Playboy cards on a rickety TV tray in front of him.

      Jericho approached, tipped his cowboy hat, and said, “Good day Doc. What you doin’?”

      “Aw, just flipping titty cards and watching the sun bake Sam Elway’s cow patties into a dripping mess on his front lawn over yonder. Still can’t stand that smell.”

      Jericho turned and squinted over toward Sam’s yard, where a barbed wire fence now contained his four cows steadily grazing on his overgrown lawn. He turned, smiled, looked back at Doc, tipped his cowboy hat back on his head, and wiped the sweat off his brow.

      “What do you got in the way of tires, ole Doc?”

      “Tires?” A puzzled Doc looked up at him from beneath the brim of a white fedora with a navy band.

      “Yes, car tires. Got anything that will fit my 59’ Caddy?”

      “Let me check.” Doc got up and wandered over to his back yard, unlatched the gate and walked inside. A minute or so later he returned, rolling a perfectly worn tire in front of his fat physique.

      When Doc got back to Jericho, he was panting. The lizard apocalypse hadn’t been easy on the old man, who was fatter than he had ever been. They say the end of the world is the greatest weight loss program on earth, but ole Doc was eating away his troubles by the pound and his suspenders were barely holding up his stretched-out seersucker pants. Some say he had a lifetime supply of Twinkies in that shelter of his—and that he ate three of them each week.

      “Got one good old-fashioned tire. It’s a Coker Classic.” He licked his thumb and rubbed out a dirt mark on the side. “Yep, the tread is a little worn, but you won’t find a tire like it for under two ounces of gold anywhere in these parts. Should fit your Caddy.”

      “Well, she sure is pretty.”

      “What do you want with a tire for that ole car of yours, anyway? You know you can’t drive it past the railroad station anymore without getting attacked by the lizards.”

      “Well, I know that, but I figured I would do it anyway, for thrills. I am kind of sick of sitting around here, watching the sun fall. And we got this old red Cadillac just sitting in the driveway, looking pretty, but she’s got a flat. I would love to give her a polish. Take her for a whirl.”

      Doc narrowed his eyes at Jericho and said, “Okay, your business. But what do you have to offer me for her? This is a mighty fine tire.”

      Jericho reached into his black nylon Member’s Only coat pocket and pulled out three small bottles of rum. “Got three bottles of these.”

      Doc gripped his fat paw around one of the glass bottles, unscrewed the cap, lifted it to his nose, and took a deep breath. “Ahh! I’ll do it, provided you have something to go along with it?”

      “Aww man, sure, what the hell.” Jericho removed one Lucky Strike cigarette from his other pocket and a single match and set them both down on the card table.

      “Have a drink with me,” Doc said. “For old times’ sake.”

      “For real?”

      “Yeah, why not?”

      “Okay.” And just like that, Doc and Jericho sat on the couch as Doc unscrewed the top off one of the bottles of rum and took a big burning swig before passing it to Jericho, who obliged. “Ahhhh,” he said, relieved.

      Doc lit the cigarette and the two sat watching the cows across the street graze.

      To the left of the preacher’s house, both houses had been destroyed in the first lizard attack. Half of the world’s population had already been wiped out; the other half left to fend for itself among the wreckage. Electric power was mostly a thing of the past. Money obsolete. Bartering was the only form of capitalism left. No one knew what was going on in other countries anymore, but people suspected the worst.

      The two sat talking until the sun went down, when Jericho got up, thanked Doc, and moseyed back to his house, rolling the tire.

      He unlocked the door and pushed the tire into the 1960’s ranch-style brick home, then hung his cowboy hat up on a hook and sat down in the living room. It was going to be another one of those mysterious long nights. No TV anymore. No lights except the flicker of his candles. He was single; and while he liked living alone sometimes, the bore of the post-apocalyptic days that merged into each other felt never-ending.

      While most of his neighbors passed their time playing board games and reading, he had little interest in either. For one, there was nothing to read about, except a world that was now forgotten; all the books had been written before the “event” three years ago. Spy thrillers set in exotic locations, even the cozy murder mystery, had little interest to Jericho. Where was all this headed? The lizards were still out there. And for all he knew, they were coming for them sooner or later. They would break past the fortification at the railway station, slip by the towered armed guards, and eat him and everyone else alive. No, he was done playing child’s games. It was time to take matters into his own hands. And he would start now.

      He went into the storage room off the garage, where he had been strategically planning for a catastrophic event even years before the Lizard King sent that first fatal song out over the airwaves on all the streaming services.

      He had it all: shelves lined with dental floss, cleaning supplies, canned beans, rice, cases of alcohol for bartering, chocolate, honey, dried fruit, nuts, and canned milk. He walked to the back wall, where his gun collection hung neatly on hooks along a metal peg board. He pulled off a bazooka and enough ammo to do the trick, then took a spiked bat, a machine gun and numerous clips of ammo, his crossbow and leather shoulder sling full of arrows, and a grenade vest. Then he grabbed a stuff sack, which he filled with two cans of beans, a couple of bottles of water, and one bottle of rum. He hauled everything in multiple trips to the garage, where he proceeded to load them into the front and back seats of the Caddy, making certain the spiked bat was in the passenger seat. He ran a finger along the lipstick-red-colored hood—still as untouched as the day he got her.

      Next, he rolled the tire out and changed the busted one with the new one, hopped in the driver’s seat, and turned on the lights. He revved the engine.
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      While he had lots of weapons, he figured the only antidote to the lizard’s condition was good music. It was logical. If bad music had caused this strange affliction, good music might reverse it.

      So, he loaded the upgraded 80’s cassette deck with Lynyrd Skynyrd’s 1973 album Pronounced 'Lĕh-'nérd 'Skin-'nérd, and cranked it.

      He pressed the garage door opener on the visor, the door slowly creaking up. He thought it best to wait until the next morning. Everyone knew all the lizards sunbathed around the creeks and rivers at 11 am in the heat of the day, and it was certainly the perfect time to surprise-attack them with his music. But something in him had changed. He just couldn’t take it anymore. Couldn’t stand sitting on that God-forsaken couch for one more night alone.

      Enthused, he backed out slowly into the pitch-black night.

      It was truly dark as he rolled down Pine Street. Only a sliver of the moon lit the road.

      As he drove ole Glory through the neighborhood, no one was out. He turned onto the main road that headed toward the old downtown. After rolling the hand crank window down, he lit a cigarette to calm his nerves.

      When he reached the four way stop signs in town, he paused for a moment. A single crooked road sign reading “Orange Grove” hung, creaking in the wind. On his right, the old Exxon gas station’s sign was broken at the base, laying across the weed covered busted pavement. And to his left, the old cinema’s marquee was now on the ground covered in dried lizard guts.

      He remembered the day they came like it was yesterday. It was just like any other day. Jericho was working on a 1987 Mercedes at his body shop in town when he heard the “tornado siren.” What made it so odd was that it was July, and the sun was a blaze of white with not a cloud in sight. After ten minutes, the siren never turned off, and then they came, one after the other, tearing through the streets like wild velociraptors. Six feet tall with scaly green bodies, evil teeth, and bloodshot eyes, they stalked around on their two hind legs. When a pack of 22 tore through the town and neighborhoods eating people alive and wrecking signs, the mayor issued an emergency, and the police donned all their tactical riot gear, approaching the invasion like an all-out war. By midnight the next day, police and locals had fought the lizards back, killing most of them. Large razor wire fences were erected around the entire town in a matter of days, the only entrance in and out existing at the railway station.

      Jericho took another drag off his cigarette and then flicked it out the window. He was going, come hell or high water.

      Rolling forward down the dark empty road into the blackness, in two miles he arrived 100 yards away from the fortified area, where armed men dressed in fatigue guarded the gate. All he knew was that he had to drive through it. No one had tried it so far. Why would they? Most folks felt safer in the area than out. He cut the lights and gunned ole Glory with a lead foot. Catching the guards completely by surprise, they barely had time to get out of the way before the Caddy rammed through the entrance, sending the metal gate flying in two pieces onto the side of the road.

      “Wahoo!” he yelled as he sped down the highway. Gunfire erupted at him from the four towers, but by the time the guards had fired on Jericho, they only managed to shoot out his back window and bust his left taillight. Oddly enough, no one followed him. Why would they? Jericho thought as he glanced in his rearview. It was dangerous as hell out here. As far as the guards were concerned, he was a one-way meal ticket for a green-scaled reptile once he reached beyond a football field of the fortification.

      As Jericho tore down the oak-lined road, he turned his lights back on and rolled up his window. He could barely remember what it had been like to drive down the road before the attack. It had been years now.

      The first lizard came without warning.

      Launching from a gnarly tree limb, he swung off onto Jericho’s hood. The lizard, a mess of scales with a large jaw and sharp canine teeth, bent down, staring Jericho right in the face. It opened its mouth, and the purple scaly forked tongue shot out and smashed into the windshield, sending a crack across the whole glass. Jericho rolled the window down quickly, grabbed the spiked bat from the passenger seat, and with his right hand on the wheel, swung the bat out the window at the green beast. The bat’s nails tore into the reptilian face, sending purple lizard blood splattering all over the windshield. The lizard turned and chomped down on the bat, which killed the fucker as soon as a nail pierced his brain.

      Jericho jerked the bat out of the lizard’s mouth. “One down, a million to go.” He floored it on down the road, the lizard sliding off his hood onto the empty pavement.

      Up ahead, he could see the shadows of more lizards stalking the middle of the road, waiting for him to approach in the night. So, he did what any man would do: floored it full speed toward the crew. When he reached them, the pack of 12 jumped up into the air; ten landed on the car, the other two planted on the street behind the car, running like a pack of wolves to catch up with the Caddy.

      There were three on the front hood and more on the roof, and the two running behind were catching up to the trunk where the back window was missing. Jericho pulled a grenade off his cross harness, and when the lizard stuck its ugly grill into the front window, he pulled the pin with his teeth and shoved it into the green fuck’s mouth; then, he punched it hard with his right fist. The lizard flew off the car, its head exploding in a mess of purple and red brain bits.

      Jericho swerved from right to left to throw the bastards off the car, and he managed to sling a few.

      Up ahead, he saw a left turn and took it at 50 miles per hour, throwing four more into the weeds. However, the two lizards on his tail had now hopped onto the trunk and were making their way in through the back window.

      “It’s supper time for us, buddy!” one of them yelled.

      “Oh shit, they can speak! Not if I can help it,” Jericho said, and picked his pre-cocked shotgun off the passenger seat and fired behind his head, using the rearview mirror as a gauge. The shot tore a hole through the left side of the lizard’s face.

      The whole attack had happened so quickly; he had all but forgotten about the music. He immediately hit play on the Lynyrd Skynyrd tape, but it was jammed. “Shit!” he yelled, the second lizard now making its way through the back window. Two other lizards on the roof were now peeking through the back window.

      “Play, goddammit!” he yelled. He turned with the shotgun, firing a shot at the lizard, but missed. As he turned back to drive, its tongue slapped against his face, its claws slashing his right arm, sending red blood running.

      He managed to eject the tape, slammed it in one more time, and the tape loaded. “Free Bird” came flowing out of the speakers at an ungodly decibel.

      “Thank God!” he yelled.

      The lizard in the backseat grabbed its ears and screamed at the sound of the music, jumping out the back of the window and running down the street. Jericho watched from the rear view where he could see something odd happen: the lizard’s legs had turned human. As the sounds of Ronnie Van Zant kept flowing out of the speakers, the remaining three lizards on the roof jumped off, scattering into the night. Jericho noticed that one now had a human face, only the body of a lizard remaining.

      “It works,” he said, and sped off down the road.

      He rolled the passenger window down from the driver’s seat and turned the music up as high as he could. “Wahoo!”
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      Up ahead, he slammed his brakes at Fortification Y, where he jumped out holding his right arm, which was bleeding profusely. “Help me!” he yelled to the guards.

      A young cadet dressed in camo fatigue ran up to him. “What in God’s green earth are you doing outside the zone? Are you fucking crazy?”

      “Help me, I am badly hurt!”

      “Come inside.”

      The two walked into the guard’s station where the guard whose name was Billy pulled the first aid kit from the cabinet. “Take a seat,” he instructed.

      Jericho sat down. “They’re out there. Those fucking green goblin motherfuckers.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      Billy sat down next to Jericho and opened the kit.

      “Did one of them bite you?”

      “Hell yeah! Almost killed me, until I started playing the music.”

      Billy dosed the wound with alcohol, “Fuck!” Jericho yelled. Burns like the devil.”

      “Hold still.” And Billy began to stitch the wound.

      “What did you say about music stopping them?”

      “Stopped them. Turned them back into people. Well, I at least saw them go half-breed on me, but you have to believe me. I swear, it’s true!”

      Billy laughed. “Sir, that’s a good story, but ain’t nothing gonna turn one of those green fuckers into a person again, that’s for sure.”

      “But it did, I tell you.” Jericho was leaning forward now, his face aghast as he stared deep into Billy’s blue eyes. For a moment, Billy’s eyes met his and he almost believed him. Then, he looked away, shaking his head, “I am not buying it.”

      “Would you hurry up, we gotta get back out there for goodness sake!”

      Billy continued stitching, “Well, I am sorry bud, but I can’t let you back out there again.”

      “What? I must go. I must stop them!”

      “No sir.”

      Billy finished the last stitch, wiped the wound with iodine, and then placed a bandage on it with tape, and before Jericho could jump up and run off, he slapped a handcuff on his hand, quickly proceeding to cuff the other one. “Sorry bud, you’re staying in the zone here with us. You’ll be safe here.”

      “But the music! It stops them, I tell you!”

      “Yeah, and I’m Mickey Mouse.”

      “Okay, okay, so where are you gonna take me?”

      “In the zone with the other humans.”

      “But where will I live? I ain’t got nothing here. I am from Fortification X.”

      “There’s a halfway house for the poorer residents, I am sure you can find a bed there. Follow me.”

      As they exited the station, Billy yelled out, “Tom!”

      “Yeah.” Tom, the other footguard, turned with his Uzi on a strap over his shoulder.

      “I am taking nutso here to the halfway house. Watch the station for me.”

      “Ten-four.”

      Billy led Jericho into an open-air brown military jeep and drove him into town to the halfway house, where he uncuffed him and walked him inside. They checked in at the front desk with the bell clerk and then Billy led him to his room. “You’ll be safe here.”

      “It’s true, you know. What I told you. It works.”

      “Yeah, sure. Get some rest. Things will look better in the morning.”

      Jericho went into his room, closed the door, and laid on the bed, the springs creaking when he sank into the old worn-in mattress. He fell asleep fast, waking the next morning to a rattling on the door. He rose to open it, and looked out into the hallway, but no one was there.

      He scratched his head and went back to sitting on the bed. His head was pounding. He needed a cup of coffee. He put on his shoes and went downstairs. There was no one at the front desk, but a man with sunglasses sitting by the fire caught his attention, “You look like you’ve just seen a ghost.”

      “I sort of have, but I wouldn’t call it that.”

      The guy stood up and walked over, sticking out his hand, “Name is Josh.”

      “Bill,” Jericho said, giving him a false name.

      “Sure. What happened to your arm?” Josh said after studying Jericho’s bandaged arm.

      Jericho narrowed his eyes. “Aw, nothing much, chainsaw accident. What do you want? I got shit to do.”

      “So do I.” He laughed. “You’re just like I was, so naive. You went out there, didn’t you?”

      “Out? No, I mean, what for?”

      “Look, with a face like that, you either did one of two things last night: got shitfaced or were tangled up with the lizards, and I don’t smell any alcohol, but I do see some dried-up purple guts on your shoes,” he whispered, and Jericho smiled. “Why don’t you follow me.”

      Jericho agreed and they walked down the hall and through the door at the end, down the dimly lit stairs to another door, which led into a basement which was full of electronic equipment and condensing units. When they reached the end of the hall, Josh paused in front of a gray door, looked both ways, knocked three times, then waited, knocked three times again, then paused, then knocked one final time and waited. He was still wearing his sunglasses. The door opened a crack and a bug-eyed skinny young guy with a wild surfer-style spiked flat top named Cody opened the door. “Oh J, it’s you. Come on in.”

      Josh walked in, with Jericho following. “Got a newbie with me, ladies and gents.”

      The two walked into a room with couches against all the walls with men and women of different ages, sizes, and builds sitting on them. Jericho reckoned there must be at least 15 of them. A large, low antique mahogany coffee table sat in the center; slung with old magazines and ashtrays filled with cigarette butts and cigar stubs. The table had seen better days. A large black tapestry hung on the back wall; it had a white circle with a lizard eye in the center and read, “DEATH TO SCALES” above it in red.

      An older man named Henry with a wooden stake in his hand addressed the room, “Alright people, we got to assemble, attack, and destroy. The only way we are going to win this war is with violence. I say we escape next week after dawn and attack them at the lake when they are sunbathing. They’ll never expect it.”

      A round of approval sprung from the audience.

      Jericho stepped forward into the glow of the swinging oil lamp and spoke, “How will you fight them?

      The old man approached Jericho, “With our weapons, of course.”

      Jericho smiled and crossed his arms. “I was just out there in the blackness and fought them off, one at a time. I know what to do.”

      “Oh yeah, you just walked in here five seconds ago and you’re gonna tell us, the Lizard Slayers, how to kill green slime! Who is this clown?”

      “Let him speak,” Josh said. “He has their blood on his shoes, and it ain’t green like we think.”

      “I know it ain’t green. I’ve seen it!” Henry said and spit on the floor.

      “Well, I drove out of Fortification X last night in my old Caddy, and guess what? I was turning them back with nothing but sound. Pure rock n’ roll. It was a Godly sight to see those green fucks running for the woods when I played that music. I saw with my own eyes one of their heads go human on me, just like that,” Jericho snapped his fingers.

      “You shitting me?” Henry asked, narrowing his eyes.

      “No, why would I lie?”

      Everyone was silent for a moment. “Well, let’s go fucking blow them away with some tunes, man!” a wide girl with a long black ponytail named Scarlett hollered from the corner.

      “Yeehaw!” another member added.

      “The only problem is knowing how and where to fry them with the music and for how long. That I don’t know,” Jericho said.

      Henry came up and put a hand on Jericho’s shoulder, “If what you say is true, we might just change the world together. Wanna join us?”

      “Sure, I mean, why not?”

      “I killed one once,” Henry said and threw a cowboy boot on the coffee table. “Cut his head right off, skinned him alive. Got these boots as a souvenir.”

      “Nice,” Jericho said, giving Henry a pound.
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      “No one knows how many there are. That’s the problem. We are in Mississippi, but how can we save the world?” Scarlett, one of the Slayers, asked.

      “One community at a time, that’s how,” Jasper, a stocky member with a long brown beard responded.

      “Look, if we take control of Mississippi, we control the United States. We will be a full state, united again, and we can apply the same methods to move into the next territory and then the next and on and on from there, right?” Jericho said.

      “Or we could just kill the King himself—that turns them all back into humans, right?” Josh asked Henry.

      “Yes, it does,” Henry said. “And I know where he lives. Right here.” He threw a dart at a map of Mississippi, hitting Carthage. “Carthage, Mississippi, boys. Only I know that. I tickled some lizard fuck until he told me the King’s location, then I cut his head off. He’s right here in our own backyard.”

      “Tickling?” Jericho asked, dumbfounded.

      “Ancient Chinese torture method. Believe me, it works.”

      Jericho smiled.

      With his cowboy boot on the coffee table, leaning his arm on his knee, Henry spoke, “So now what I suggest is we roll out for Carthage tomorrow on my fleet of Polarises, I got about a hundred at the farm, and they are all equipped with sound systems. Those green turds won’t know what hit them.”

      “I’m in,” Josh said.

      “Us, too,” Jasper said.

      “Me, too,” Jericho added. “How far is it to Carthage?”

      “’Bout 30 miles,” Henry answered.

      “That’s what I thought. And the Polarises have that range?” Jericho asked.

      “Yeah, they can go 80 on a good day,” Scarlett said, adding, “Right?”

      “That’s so,” Henry said, then spat on the ground.

      “Alright, let’s do it,” said Jericho.

      “Get some rest tonight ole boy, you gonna need it. Hey, what kind of music should we all play?” Henry asked.

      “I played Lynyrd Skynyrd. I like James Brown though, too,” answered Jericho.

      “Alright, Godfather of Soul it is,” Henry said.

      “If it was me, I would play Elvis, but you know I’m from Mississippi, so I can’t lie: I am biased,” Josh said.

      “We ain’t playing no Elvis, and that’s final. I like the King and all, but there is a time and a place for everything, even the King,” Henry said. The room applauded; then left, agreeing to meet the next day at Henry’s farm.
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      The group rolled out at around 5 am: all 20 of the Lizard Slayers in Polaris off-road vehicles. While the sound in the vehicles was currently set to mute, every single ATV’s sound system was dialed to James Brown’s “Get on Up” turned to full decibel.

      Each crew member also had various weapons in their vehicle, just in case. Jericho’s was armed with a metal stake, a crossbow, a bazooka, and a sawed-off shotgun. He also had a pair of soundproof headphones that closely resembled shooting earmuffs, but these guaranteed 100% noise cancellation.

      The group decided to leave through the main entrance of the Fortification. If they were lucky, they would catch the guards by surprise.

      As they rolled down the main thoroughfare on Pine Avenue, no one was out.

      Jericho took his whole coffee down in one sip and threw the cup out the window onto the vacant asphalt road. While he despised littering, the cup would give him a reason to come back: if only to pick that fucking cup up. And if the Lizard Slayers didn’t defeat the slime, what would it matter, anyway? These towns were a wasteland now.

      He was up in front of the pack since he already had experience with the music.

      Josh pulled up next to him in a dump truck as they stopped a good 50 yards away from the entrance to the Fortification.

      “I will lead the way, knock the gate down first,” Josh said.

      Jericho saluted him and Josh rolled on. Jericho followed, with the entire crew filing in behind him.

      Both guards were sleeping in the station as it was early, and they had both been awake all night on patrol.

      Josh tore through the gates at 40 miles per hour, crumbling the black iron under the dump truck wheels like a plastic soda bottle. The two guards woke, but by the time they were in a position to fire their Uzis, the Polarises were off the road into the grass, heading straight for the surrounding forest. Even the Tower Guards were too tired to get good shots, and all but one of the Slayers got away without getting killed. That man died saving the world from green slime.

      Everyone’s music came on quickly after the escape from the Fortification, with Jericho leading the way. Josh had been picked up by Cody, the bug-eyed kid, and they were all headed in the direction of Carthage, through the Mississippi forest of tall pines and pinecone-scattered dirt trails.

      In military formation they rode, the music now turned on, blasting at full volume on repeat.

      The first lizard dropped down on top of Josh’s Polaris, but the moment he hit the roof, he grabbed his ears in terror, quickly turning back into a human, naked and afraid, lying on the roof.

      “It works!” Henry yelled.

      Other lizards approached from the trees, reaching claws out at the men inside the ATVs. Josh stabbed one with a stake just before the music turned the beast human again.

      It was like that the whole way until they reached Carthage, which was just a wasteland of busted taillights and cracked windows; debris littered the streets. Not a soul was to be found anywhere. Crumpled paper blew across the highway like tumbleweeds in a forgotten wind.

      All the Polarises halted when they reached the center of town. It was mainly a series of brick-lined storefronts, all vacant now, the windows busted, the shelves trashed. Not a green body was in sight.

      “All right, Henry, what do we do now? I mean, where is this king?”

      “Yeah, take us to the king!” Cody hollered.

      “Shhh,” Henry said. “I can hear them, slithering through the underbrush in the distance. That lizard told me the king lived over a coffee company somewhere in this downtown.” His eyes scanned the streets.

      “There!” Josh said, pointing to a white sign reading “KING’S COFFEE COMPANY.” “He must be there.”
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      Deep down in the dark underground cave below King’s Coffee Company, the Lizard King was perched on his golden throne, his colossal green tail wagging on the floor behind as he consumed a plate of whole frozen frogs, one at a time. Washing down a goblet of fermented bat pee, high in alcohol content, the result of which would be a steady buzz throughout the day, he grunted toward the two lizard servants on his left side, “Bring me my meat!”

      “Yes, Your Majesty,” the first one said, bowing and running off to retrieve a large serving platter piled high with bats.

      “Hmm…yummy,” the king said as he picked one up. Dangling it in front of the servant, he asked him, “Would you like one?”

      “Yes sir, I…I….would, I certainly would, Your Majesty.”

      “Okay.” And then the king opened his mouth wide and dropped the whole bat in, swallowing without chewing. “Well, that one was for me!” he hollered.

      “Yes sir,” the servant whimpered, slithering off back to his perch along the torch-lined wall.
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      As Josh, Henry, Scarlett, and Jericho kicked in the two large wooden swinging doors of King’s Coffee Company, Jericho led the way, crossbow drawn, headphones on, radio on his belt. The rest of the Slayers had agreed to hang outside and wait while the four surveyed the scene.

      There were no lizards in sight in the empty warehouse, just old dusty drum roasters for coffee lined up along a wall, bags full of green coffee beans stacked one on top of the other, and an old dusty bar that used to be employed for serving freshly brewed coffee. A staircase went to the second floor and another to the basement.

      Josh had one single portable boombox loaded with Elton John’s Honky Château on cassette, set to “Rocket Man.” It was turned off now, but they were ready to play it for the king when the chance arrived.

      Donning shotguns, Josh and Cody went upstairs, while Henry and Jericho headed downstairs. Jericho and Henry walked down a long corridor onto another rickety blue wooden staircase into a basement. That’s when they saw it: the door.

      It was more like an iron cell door than any ordinary thing. It had bars across the window and no conceivable way of entering.

      At that moment, the two heard grunting and keys rattling from the other side.

      “Quick, over here, J,” Henry said from the wall opposite. Jericho ran over to join him.

      In a moment, the metal hinges on the door cringed as it swung open, and a lizard walked out. Henry shot an arrow quickly through the beast’s head, and he collapsed with a thud. The slayers moved quickly around and through the door into a lair.

      A dark, cold lair, the air felt thick with sweat, the perfect place for a green slime king.

      From out of the darkness, a voice hollered in the distance, “What do we have here? Breakfast for me!”

      Jericho and Henry moved forward. They rounded a corner with crossbows drawn and saw the Lizard King sitting on his throne at the end of the room, tapping his sharpened fingernails on his gilded throne arms, the torches on the bluish-toned wall lit behind him. The two servants instantly sprung at Jericho and Henry, talons out, tongues lashing.

      The Slayers both fired shots from their bows. Jericho hit the second lizard in the eye, but he kept coming, arrow and all.

      They spit acid at the two Slayers, who rolled on the floor out of the way.

      One of them grabbed Henry by the throat, picking him up off the ground. Henry’s lizard-skinned cowboy boots dangled off the floor, his eyes bulged. The lizard’s tongue slowly slurped out as he prepared to eat him. It licked his face. His skin singed a bit at the touch of the purple tongue.

      Jericho kicked the lizard in the face and turned to help Henry. As he raised his crossbow, the lizard tackled him to the ground.

      While the two men prepared to breathe their last breaths, the Lizard King watched from his golden throne as Josh busted into the room, playing “Rocket Man” on the boombox at full volume. Both lizards coiled up. Henry’s body slid down the wall, where he landed at the base, holding his throat, gasping for air. The other reptile leaped off Jericho, galloping back toward his boss. But they were both transforming back into human beings as they made their way toward the king.

      The Lizard King stood. “What is this?” he said.

      Josh walked slowly toward the beast, holding the boombox in front of him, loudly playing Elton. The beast looked on horrified at the human subjects that now crawled on the ground. Josh continued, the music playing before him, creeping slowly toward the king. Jericho rose and filed in behind him, but as they neared the king, he started laughing a deep bellow. Then he pointed at them and remarked, “You thought this would work, but I eat stereos like this for breakfast. Feed me, please.”

      The two slayers looked at each other, scared. “Turn it up!” Jericho yelled.

      “I’m trying,” Josh said, but it was no use. The king walked over slowly and plucked the stereo from Josh’s hands, placed the metal in his mouth, and took a large bite out of it. Then, he swallowed it, consuming the whole thing just like he ate the bat.

      “You two humans thought I was like you or them, but I am not. I am from outer space. And I live here, among the filth of your disgusting planet. But I like my toys and my treats.” Then he laughed another deep bellow.

      The eight-foot-tall beast shot its tongue out straight, slapping Jericho in the face and knocking him to the floor. Josh was scared now. He pulled out a bowie knife from his hip holster and threw it axe-style at the king, who caught it between both hands. He then threw it back at Josh, who ducked to dodge it.

      Jericho jumped back up on his feet, and pulled the silver stake from his satchel; meanwhile, the king had leaped onto the wall and shot his tongue back at Jericho’s face, but this time, he managed to block it with his fist. Next, the King spat at him, and the lime green acidy goo hit him in the face, scorching his skin. But it wasn’t over for Jericho. He paused for a moment, wiping the slimy mess off his face; then, lunging at the beast with the stake raised high in the air, he punched it right into the beast’s little heart, jamming it deep into the purple bloody area.

      The King screamed, lurching off the wall and running for the door, but it was too late: his eight-foot-tall towering physique fell at the entrance to the dungeon, thudding on the stone cobble floor, spilling purple blood all over the place.

      Jericho got up from the floor where he landed, his shirt covered in dried lizard guts and purple goo, his face still sizzling a bit from the green acid. He walked over to the beast, who quivered as the last bit of life left his body. The tail was massive, at least 10 feet long, and it still wiggled on the floor half alive.

      When Jericho stepped over him, he removed the silver stake from his dead heart and wiped the purple goo off on the wall, then Henry, Josh, and he exited the dungeon and walked outside into the blazing Mississippi sun, where his team of misfits awaited him. “That should do it!” he spoke.

      Outside, Josh asked, “You killed him?”

      “He’s as dead as a doornail,” Jericho said,

      “Have to see it to believe it!” Cody said.

      “Go see. I am done here.”

      “Well, I guess they are changing everywhere now,” Scarlett said, cranking her Polaris.

      “Yep, my guess is we should see them coming over the horizon any minute as people,” said Josh.

      The group waited in silence, only the ATVs’ engines making a hum. A peace seemed to cover the area. And in a minute, a group of naked people came over the top of the hill. Their old selves were restored.

      “It happened. It worked! You did it, Jericho. My man!” Cody said.

      Jericho smiled, “All in a day’s work.”

      “Alright boys, we headed to Pelham to check it out next!” Henry said, hugging Josh.

      “Let’s fill these boys up at the nearest Fortification and spread the good news!” Scarlett shouted.

      “There is a new sheriff in town and his name is Jericho Walker!” Henry said.
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      What a delicious spoonful that was. Only a little left of my purple, red, lime green, orange, and yellow friends. I scoop them up with my spoon into my mouth– those loop wheat crunches–so good. Then, I pick the bowl up and drink the sweet milk.

      “Ahh,” I say to myself. My stomach rumbles—I need another bowl. I get up and walk over to the cupboard, the wooden cabin floorboards now creaking under my massive weight. Rummaging through the shelves, I find only three boxes of Froot Loops left, but they are all virtually empty. One by one, I pour them out into my large stainless-steel salad bowl but can’t manage to get more than a few spoonfuls from the effort.

      I grunt and walk over to my circular table by the window, my brown hairy hands resting on my waist while I think.

      I will need to eat again in a few hours—such is the nature of being a Bigfoot.

      Few are the ones who think I’m real. They all live around here, in the mountains near Mount Rainier, Washington—as this is Bigfoot country.

      My people are friendly, but I still must be a thief to survive. I will have to leave the comfort of my cabin and make the long trek down the mountain into town, where I will steal food from farmer Wallace again. He has a huge exterior storehouse filled with Fruit Loops and other various foods. His boy is
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