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To those who have discovered

the secret to growing older

without growing up

✽✽✽


Foreword

I didn’t mean it.

When I released Calico Kids in 2020, I figured it to be a one-and-done, self-contained story. It was, after all, a snapshot of a very specific place and time, intended to evoke the emotions and (for those readers of a certain age) the sense memory of growing up unsupervised in a suburban or rural community.

The characters had resolved their conflicts and various arcs, the narrative was complete, and that was that—or so I thought.

When Calico Kids was written, it was a departure from my Airship Daedalus pulp adventure series. I’d seen it as a palate-cleanser, a momentary distraction, after which I would return to the AEGISverse. And I did.

But something else happened.

Calico Kids struck a nerve. I wasn’t aware of how deeply at first, but over time it became apparent that folks were really enjoying the novel. It quickly became—and has remained—my top-selling and most favorably rated book.

Then readers started asking me when the sequel was coming.

Initially flustered, I would hand-wave such queries and offer lame excuses as to why there was no more story to tell. Not everything requires a sequel, after all.

But over time, I came to realize there was in fact more story to be found in the quaint retro-’80s setting. I had characters ascending through their teenage years, with all the changes and obstacles unique to adolescence. Hell, even the adult characters were interesting. It eventually became apparent that they weren’t done with me yet.

And then I realized I’d conveniently left a loose thread in the first book. As I gently pulled on it, it revealed what I thought could be a fun and compelling premise for a follow-up.

So although I never originally intended Calico Kids to have a second volume, a strange confluence of reader inquiries, input from friends and fellow authors, and the simple act of listening to the characters has brought us here. Back to the sleepy riverside community in unincorporated Curry County, Oregon.

Welcome back to Calico.

A quick word of warning: this story follows the characters from the first book another year into the future—1984. They are older, and the themes are darker and a bit more mature. This was done deliberately to reflect how quickly we evolve in our teen years (and appropriate, considering the PG-13 rating was instituted in 1984).

Please enjoy Return of the Calico Kids.

- Todd Downing, Port Orchard, WA

Summer, 2024


A Few Things

Chapters are given a song title, along with the artist and year of release. Think of it as a mix-tape of sorts. The curated Spotify playlists can be found here:

www.todddowning.com/calico-kids

Immense gratitude to my readers.

Likewise, many thanks to Dan Heinrich, Trish Heinrich, Rob Lowry, Malcolm Collie, Julie Collie, Allan McComas, Raffael Boccamazzo, and Ron Dugdale, for beer and inspiration.

Tip of the hat to Mark Bruno and James Stubbs, who wrote the Boomtown Calico setting for my Six Gun RPG.

Thanks also to my editing team and sounding boards: Randy Hensel, Raechelle Downing, and Dan Heinrich (again). 

Babciu is a Polish term of endearment for grandmother and is roughly pronounced “bob-chew”.

Content warning: substance use/abuse, science fiction horror elements, violence, death, occult & supernatural themes.


Track 1:
THE GATHERING

Killing Joke (1983)


The dragon’s flesh parted as Grodwell Thunderbeard struck true with his mighty dwarven war axe, his battle cry echoing through the cavern. But to the venerable Stonewyrm, it was but a scratch.

Its great talon struck out at the dwarf attacker, pelting it away, and the warrior called Thunderbeard landed in a tangled heap against the cave wall.

Sister Faris of the Grey Order rushed to the dwarf’s side, ready with a prayer of healing. If the dedicated warrior in their group was neutralized, they may as well surrender and become Stonewyrm’s midnight snack. She was not about to let that happen.

Wysteria lowered the hood of her cloak, revealing the graceful features and tapered ears of her elfin heritage. Drawing upon her knowledge of the arcane arts, she performed a series of mystical gestures, and a swirling orb of energy began to grow and brighten before her. In an ancient language lost to all but the most learned of occult scholars, she spoke the chant, and with a final word sent the crackling mass at the fearsome dragon foe.

The creature writhed in agony as the energy cratered into its massive shoulder, a savage roar reverberating through the chamber. It circled toward the source of its pain, focusing large reptilian eyes on the sylvan mage. With a rumble that seemed to percolate from the very earth under its feet, Stonewyrm began to inhale.

Wysteria felt her face go white. The dragon was about to breathe fire.

“Stop, fiend!” came a shout in the high timbre of a halfling voice to the left. Skoot the thief was all of three feet in height, jolly face ringed in raven curls. He brandished an enchanted short sword in a calloused hand. “We will have your golden hoard, or we will have your life!”

The momentary distraction was enough for his companions to scramble a hasty exit, but the dragon’s breath was taken, its lungs full. The fire had to be expelled.

With a colossal bellow, an irresistible cascade of blistering flame spewed from the monster’s maw, vaporizing poor Skoot in a mere instant. As the halfling’s sword fell red-hot to the floor of the cave, the dragon Stonewyrm withdrew to its sanctum, content to lick its wounds and fight another day.

✽✽✽

“That’s not what happened!” Kris protested.

Golden sunset dimmed in the sky over Calico, Oregon. A small town nestled on the north bank of the Rogue River, just a shy couple of miles inland from the Pacific Ocean, Calico was home to a modest population of working-class folks who made a living in one of the two major local industries. Those who weren’t employed by the salmon cannery or the pulp mill worked for one of the many businesses that supported them.

With summer creeping upon the rural town, the teenage children of those working-class adults would soon be seeking employment as well. And other diversions, besides.

Five such teenagers were gathered presently to listen to—and pronounce judgment on—the epic fantasy story they’d just heard.

A.J. groaned, gingerly closing the wire-bound notebook in his lap. “I know, but I had to take some creative license. It’s just how this works.” Alan Jenkins was fifteen and skinny, a wiry scarecrow with a mop of dishwater blond hair which hid an acne-pocked forehead. Brown eyes peered from behind thick lenses, and he crossed and uncrossed his legs nervously, the denim of his Levi’s scraping quietly in the chair. “Makes more sense that Skoot makes a noble sacrifice at this point in the story.”

Kris waved a dismissive hand. “Whatever. It's just not the way it went down.”

Kristof Korolewski had just turned sixteen, and had sprouted over the past year. Now six-foot-two with a chiseled jaw, Kris had the rippling physique of a young man who cycled everywhere and bused tables at the family restaurant. His parents, immigrants from Poland, doted on him. They also expected him to work the family business during much of his non-school time.

“Don’t be mad, pookie bear,” consoled Molly with a face full of satirical concern. She was seated next to Kris on the basement rec room sofa, feet in his lap. A lithe, athletic girl of fifteen, Molly Reynolds prided herself on being the antithesis of the typical teenage girl. She eschewed the preppy fashion and teen magazine culture of her peers, opting instead for interests like videogames and horror movies, skater clothes, and Dungeon & Dragons. She kept her hair colorful, pulled into a ponytail that revealed a buzzed back and sides. Molly took most of her cultural cues—music and clothing included—from older brother Bodhi, currently on a backpacking jaunt through Europe while on summer break from UCLA.

The Reynolds parents ran their own real estate agency, and were often occupied with its operation. Thus Molly ruled the roost at home, especially when her friends gathered in the basement for shooting some pool, playing a D&D campaign, or watching rented movies on the VCR.

Kris wasn’t having the patronizing display. “Whatever, pookie bear,” he dismissed.

Chlöe let out a dramatic sigh and crossed her arms as she leaned against the pool table. Tall and poised in jeans and a light sweater, with a mane of styled blond hair, she looked far more adult than her actual seventeen years. Her tenure as a football cheerleader at Calico High School (“Go Lumberjacks!”) had been cut short when she chose the ghost hunting activities of a certain group of nerds back in the fall of ‘82. “Well I liked it, A.J.” Extending a hand to the green felt table top, she pushed the cue ball to bank off the padded bumper. It smacked into a cluster of stripes and solids. “As long as Sister Faris gets her XP for healing the dwarven dumbass...”

“Heal this,” Liam muttered. Despite being a high school sophomore like Kris and A.J., he was mentally older than the other boys, owing to a troubled home life and equally troubled scholastic history. A tangle of dark hair and deep olive skin told of indigenous heritage—primarily Shasta and Coquille. He’d grown into his old Army jacket in the past year, still a slender frame of coiled muscle, but now more of it. “Yeah, yeah, artistic license. What I wanna know is, why you changed the name of my character in the story.”

A.J. frowned, clamping his eyes shut in dismay. “Because ‘Grodwell Thunderbeard’ is a cool name for a dwarf in a fantasy story, and ‘Codswell Thunderbutt’ is not.”

“Aww, come on, man! He’s called ‘Codswell’ because of his massive—”

“Dude!” Molly interrupted, not bothering to look at him. “We know already! Jeez!”

Kris lolled his head on the back of the sofa, craning his neck to see Liam standing by the counter in the kitchenette. “And Thunderbutt because he can’t help farting every five minutes...like you.”

Liam loved getting under their skin. It was the last vestige of his old bullying behavior from junior high. “Abso-fucking-lutely,” he grinned, shifting his focus to A.J. “But when they make the movie, you’re changing it back.”

All eyes rolled, and A.J. took the ultimatum in stride. “I promise, Liam. If they ever make a movie adaptation of the Raiders of Stonewyrm, I will change his name back to Codswell Thunderbutt.”

“Right on. Good story, otherwise,” Liam shrugged.

Kris reached for his open can of root beer, nudging Molly’s feet off his lap. “Yeah, I guess it’s okay.”

“I liked it,” Chlöe repeated.

Molly shifted on the couch. “It’s great, man, really coming along,” she said, reaching over absentmindedly to rub circles on the small of Kris’ back.

A.J. noticed, but said nothing. The two had been acting funny since Memorial Day weekend, when the group had gone to see Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom at the Star theater in Port Orford together. But as much as A.J. wanted to know what was going on between two of his closest friends, he knew it was best if they got it sorted without anyone’s intervention, no matter how well-intentioned.

“I’m gonna jet,” Liam said, pushing away from the counter. “Last day of school tomorrow, boys and girls!”

Chlöe raised her hands as if at a prayer meeting. “Hallelujah,” she sang.

“Dude, can I bum a ride?” A.J. was already standing, backpack in hand, before he finished the question. It was a perfunctory gesture, really. Liam and A.J. had an unspoken contract. A.J. threw a few bucks his way now and again for gas, and Liam ferried A.J. anywhere along his existing trajectory.

Liam cocked his head toward the stairwell, and started up to the main floor. “Hasta mañana,” he waved.

A.J. followed, Chlöe close behind him.

“See you guys tomorrow.” She paused on the bottom step. “Kris, you need a lift home?”

Kris and Molly exchanged a look, and Kris shook his head. “That’s okay, thanks. I’m gonna hang out awhile.”

Chlöe pursed her lips, intrigued. “Okay, don’t forget your yearbooks—I wanna leave some random, nasty notes in them. Stuff you won’t find for a few years.”

The moon began to rise above the Rogue River-Siskyou National Forest, a nearly-perfect silver orb peeking above the tree line, just two days from fullness. Liam went to the metallic black El Camino in the Reynolds’ driveway, and A.J. hefted his Huffy BMX bike into its open bed. Chlöe waved at the boys as she ducked into her father’s orange Toyota Corolla hatchback.

They wound down from North Bank Overlook to where North Bank Rogue River Road began, following the natural contour of the riverfront, past the high school campus and into the downtown area, what there was of it. Chlöe took a left at Cedar Street, heading back up the hill to her family home in the Cedar Heights neighborhood, while Liam and A.J. continued on the frontage, behind the warehouses by the pulp mill.

“Crazy we’re gonna be juniors next year,” A.J. said. “High school’s half over.”

Liam nodded, his mind clearly elsewhere. “Yup.”

“I take it you noticed how weird Kris and Molly have been acting,” A.J. offered.

Liam chuckled in a voice that had dropped long ago. “Dude, of course. Molly’s had the hots for Kris since she first met him.”

“Really?” A.J. shot back, honestly shocked at the news.

Liam nodded as he negotiated the turn up the road by the junior high school. “Duh.”

“Well, okay then. Guess if it causes shit within the group, we’ll burn that bridge when we come to it.” A.J. paused amid the mixed metaphor, letting the late-spring evening breeze ruffle his hair through the open passenger window. “How’s your mom doing?” he asked.

Liam was quiet for several seconds. Finally, he cleared his throat and muttered, “Hell if I know, man. I knew it was a bad idea to start waitressing at the saloon. Been coming home drunk almost every night.” He pulled over at the T where Hill Avenue split from the frontage road, offering A.J. a short bicycle ride home, most of it downhill. “Not much I can really do about it, y’know?”

“Yeah,” A.J. sighed. “Sorry, man.”

Liam gave his passenger a soft punch in the shoulder. “Get home safe. See ya tomorrow.”

A.J. smiled. “You too, buddy,” he said, slamming the door shut and hauling the bike from the bed of the El Camino. He saddled up and pedaled into the darkening night as the truck rumbled away, with “Codswell Thunderbutt!” bellowing from the driver’s side window—like a primal battle cry, complete with accompaniment by Iron Maiden on the cassette deck.


Track 2:
LONELY SIDE OF TOWN

Y&T (1983)


Liam cracked the front door to the small dwelling on the upper corner of West Evergreen Drive, a lonely assemblage of shabby homes on the outskirts of town. The Scott residence was actually among the nicer places on the street, which may have been damning with faint praise. A manufactured box from the mid-1960s, it had been badly in need of maintenance for almost as long. But at three bedrooms, it was larger than most nearby homes, and occupied the corner lot, giving Liam plenty of yard to dig holes or light fireworks in when he was growing up.

He stood momentarily silhouetted in the doorway, the interior dark and silent. His mom’s primer-gray Volkswagen Dasher sat in the driveway. She was either home from her shift early, had called in sick, or was out with a new boyfriend. It was even money which case was true.

If it was a new boyfriend, he hoped she’d wait a minute before bringing him home. He’d witnessed a parade of potential stepdads wander through his young life, and precisely one of them had been worth a damn. Liam had actually taken a liking to her last steady boyfriend, Paul. The guy was an underwater welder, and showed Liam how to make his own bong with scraps from the garage. But one drunken bender after another had showed Paul the absolute lack of any practical future with Amber Scott, and he’d hit the road about five months ago.

He moved to the wall switch and flicked on the light, shutting the door behind him. Most families had a key hook or bowl for car keys and spare change by the front door, but Liam’s keys went directly to his coat pocket. He knew from experience that if he left them out of his direct control, the car could very well end up in hock to pay off his mother’s debts, or support her addictions. He loved his mom, of course, but he knew better than to trust her with the vehicle Eren had given him specifically. Not only was it a lovingly customized machine and memento of the most incredible human being he’d ever met, but it also represented freedom—or its promise, when high school was eventually behind him.

Just two more years.

If he could only hold it together.

He ambled into the kitchen and opened the fridge, grabbing a can of Coke from inside. His plan for the night was already coalescing in his mind. Retire to his room, open the window, roll a fat blunt, put a mix tape in the boombox, and enjoy the latest issue of either Car & Driver or Penthouse.

Padding as quietly as possible in well-worn Eddie Bauer hiking boots, Liam cracked the door to his mother’s bedroom and peered into the dark. Amber Scott was asleep. He could see the rise and fall of her breathing, and the empty Wild Turkey bottle on the floor next to the bed told him she wouldn’t be stirring any time soon.

He was free to spark up.

Quietly shutting the bedroom door, Liam made his way across the open living room to his ten-by-twelve fortress of solitude, and a hazy escape.

✽✽✽

Although regular class schedules were still in effect, both students and staff treated the last day of school as an open social event. Teens clustered in small groups across the high school campus, trading yearbooks back and forth, defacing the photos and filling the pages with “So glad we met this year!”, “Stay cool!”, and “Have a good summer!”

Liam pulled the El Camino into the parking lot and squinted through mirrored shades into the late morning sun. It was not at all surprising that he was late, and even less so that he didn’t particularly care. No administrator wanted to assign detention on the last day of school, and no teacher wanted to stay and monitor the riffraff.

Coach Carlisle—big, bald and bronze—hailed him as he entered the main office, admiring his “pretty sweet ride.” Liam smiled and leaned over the counter to greet Becky Marsh, the school secretary. She was perky and plump, strawberry hair in curls framing a freckled face. She checked the record sheet for his name, and found he had paid for his yearbook.

As she got up to retrieve a copy from the stack of boxes behind her, he caught sight of a poster for the D.A.R.E. program on the wall next to the principal’s office. He was still chuckling about it when Becky returned with his annual. She chirped something about having a great summer, but he was already halfway out the door.

With his yearbook in hand, Liam strode the halls of Calico High School, searching for his adventuring party. Copies of the hardcover annual had just arrived earlier in the week, and he inhaled the fumes of freshly printed pages and bindery glue. A paltry high, but a free one.

He found the gang in the center quad, across from a congregation of jocks and their erstwhile cheerleader girlfriends. Kris and Molly sat on the wooden planter bench in much the same position as when he’d last seen them in the basement rec room. A.J. stood nearby, leg propped on the redwood planks next to them, scrawling a note in the open yearbook on his thigh. Liam scanned around for Chlöe, finally locating her as she extricated herself from a tense interaction with Scott Rankin, student body president and three-sport varsity letterman.

Kris noted Liam’s arrival and nodded in his direction. “There he is. The man, the myth, the legend.”

“Nice of you to join us,” Molly chided.

Liam ignored the reference to his tardiness. He was used to it. Someday they’d realize that he just had no sense of urgency in relation to events he didn’t care about, and school was one of those things. Now, ask him to catch a movie or pick you up at 5 a.m. for a camping trip and he was Johnny-on-the-spot. School, not so much.

He waved the hardcover annual in his hand. “Whose yearbook gets to be deflowered by me?”

“Uh, hate to break it to you,” A.J. muttered, “but nobody here has a virgin yearbook.”

Molly chuckled. “We’ve been signing all morning.” She pursed her lips suggestively. “Over...and over...and over...”

Kris blushed, and Liam took particular notice of it. A.J. was right when he said he thought they’d been seeing each other. And doing more than “seeing”, if he was correct. “Yeah, but nobody’s had my hand in ‘em,” he winked, folding his sunglasses and hanging them on the stretched collar of a Van Halen T-shirt.

“Whoa, doctor!” A.J. blinked, closing the annual and passing it to Liam. “Here’s Molly’s. She’s looking forward to having you write in her crack.”

“Well now you’ve spoiled the joke.” Liam traded Molly’s book for his own, opening it to a relatively untouched page and scrawling in the inner margin: “Looks like I’m the first to write in your crack. You will never beat my high score on Asteroids. Have a great summer. Liam.”

A.J. opened Liam’s annual, inhaling a fresh bouquet of printing chemicals much as Liam had earlier. He flipped the pages to an open spread near the end, above the business card ads for Aldo’s Pizza and Dave’s Deli. Scribbling a note he thought hilarious now—but would have absolutely zero meaning to Liam’s future self, A.J. nodded a greeting to Chlöe as she joined the gang.

“Well, that’s over with,” Chlöe sighed, more tired than sad.

Molly swung her legs from the bench so that her feet scuffed the pebbles in the aggregate concrete. “How’d he take it?”

“Like you’d expect,” Chlöe replied, flipping radiant hair over her shoulder. “Played it off like no big deal, which is fine. I really don’t need that drama. He just wanted to get into my jeans.”

Liam laughed under his breath. “Nothing wrong with that.”

Chlöe’s eyes cartwheeled to the back of her head, and Molly scowled, “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Liam sighed. “Aww come on. It’s not a big deal. Bodhi’s been in her jeans already.”

Molly clenched her jaw, trying desperately to stop an angry tirade from bursting out.

“Yeah,” Chlöe admitted, unwilling to rise to the bait. “Yeah, he has. And he was absolutely worth it.”

Liam registered the looks of disapproval from the group, and he knew he’d overstepped. “Sorry, Chlöe. I didn’t mean—”

“It’s cool,” she waved off his apology. “I just can’t wait for Bodhi to get back.”

A.J. looked puzzled. “Isn’t he already out for the summer?”

“He’s hiking around Germany for a month,” Molly shrugged. “Whatever. Not like I wanted to hike around Germany for a month.”

Kris flashed a bright smile at her. “Yeah, but you’ve been to space!”

His earnest expression was adorable. It made her giddy.

“In another dimension!” Liam added.

A.J. raised an eyebrow at Chlöe. “That’s probably why you get bored with most guys. Who can hold a candle to shooting alien drones in space?”

“Exactly,” Kris agreed. “We got to live Scooby Doo and Galaga in one summer!”

Yearbooks continued circulating among the group, and A.J. took notice of the goth girl from his AP English Lit class sitting alone by the library entrance, snapping shots with a Nikon SLR camera. In the few interactions they’d had over the school year, he’d gathered she had an interest in photography, and considerable talent in the adjacent graphic arts. She seemed to like a lot of the bands he liked, judging by her collection of concert tees and notebook graffiti. That was cool and all, but he was also intrigued by her furtive Asian features and dark fashion sense. In a town full of white kids, blue jeans and country music, that made her stand out.

He figured she would probably make a fine addition to the group, if he ever got up the courage to invite her in.

Kris finished writing in Chlöe’s yearbook and passed it along. “You guys think it’s true
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