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And Ultra-
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a good little
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chapter one

JACK!

WE GOTTA

GO! NOW!






I

’m pumping gas into my BoomKart.

June’s telling me there’s no time.

And I know there’s no time.

I know that the Mallusc – an enormous

centipede monster carrying the

Millennium Super Mall on its back – is

barrelling towards us.

Man, I wish I could go back to three

minutes ago . . .






Three minutes ago, things were good! M

e and

my friends, Quint, June, and Dirk, were good!

We were mid–road trip and celebrating a hard-

won victory at Aqua City water park. We had

defeated the monster Blargus, survived Thrull’s

skeleton army, and escaped with Drooler. Drooler,

the odd-looking little creature who secretes the

strange liquid Ultra-Slime. And that strange

liquid is, maybe, the key to defeating Thrull once

and for all.

Yep, three minutes ago was a Kodak

moment . . .

But then came the rumbling, like a

thunderstorm giving birth to an earthquake.






The world started shaking. My insides started

quivering.

Because we saw it . . .

“The Mallusc,” June gasped. “It’s back.”

“Which means we gotta get back to driving,”

Dirk said. “And FAST.”

So right now, my friends are in their

BoomKarts, engines running. But I’m still

pumping gas.

Actually, wait, no, I only look like I’m pumping

gas. I’m actually just standing at the pump, in a

half trance, staring at my hand. Not my normal hand.

The Cosmic Hand.






The Cosmic Hand is the sucker-covered

monster-tentacle glove that is forever wrapped

around my wrist and hand. Without it, I can’t

wield my baseball blade, the Louisville Slicer.

And it’s the Louisville Slicer that contains the

power to command and control zombies.

I’m staring at the Cosmic Hand now – because

I’m realising it has changed. It looks more, I

dunno, substantial. And it feels different.

And I think I know what caused this change . . .

Back at Aqua City, I did something huge. I

controlled a zombie without the Louisville Slicer.

For the first time ever, I controlled a zombie with

my mind . . .

Alfred . . .

Please . . .

I need

the Slicer.

Retrieve the

Slicer!






What was I

thinking? Where did the idea to

even attempt to control zombies with my mind

come from?

The Louisville Slicer contains the power

to control zombies, yes, but it works in a very

specific way. I say the stuff I want the zombies to

do, and then I swing the bat and the zombies do

the stuff.

But it is NOT a “shut my eyes and think real

hard with my mind and then talk to zombies with

my mind” telepathy-type mind thing!

That it even occurred to me to try using my

mind is just . . . weird! It’d be like sitting on the

couch playing Mario, pounding the controller,

and then thinking, “Hey, y’know what? Forget

the controller! I’ll just control Mario WITH MY

MIND.”

But that’s what I did.

And it worked. I controlled a zombie with my

mind.

And I have to tell my friends. “Guys! I didn’t tell

you! Back at the water park, I used, like, BRAIN

POWERS to – ”

“DUDE!” Dirk shouts. “DO YOU SEE THAT

MALLUSC?? WE HAVE TO GO NOW!”

“But this is – ”






SCREECH!

June peels out, leaving burnt rubber in her

wake. She cuts the wheel, stomping the pedal,

speeding towards me. “GET IN YOUR KART!

AND DRIVE!” June barks.

“OK, fine, geez,” I mutter. “Message received.

Only had to say it once.”

“NOW, JACK!” June orders – and this time

I listen. The pump clangs to the ground as I jump

behind the wheel of my BoomKart.

I wave the Louisville Slicer and shout a

command to my zombies. “Alfred, Lefty, Glurm!

Climb on!”

My zombie trio responds, hopping on the

bumper and grabbing the BoomKart’s rear cage.

I stomp the gas and the tyres scream. I’m speeding

away from the station, following June, Quint, and

Dirk out on to the interstate, as –

KAAAAAA-KrUNCH!!!

The sound of the Mallusc ramming into the gas

station is like a sonic boom of annihilation,

rocket-hurling our BoomKarts ahead.

“I’m trying to tell you something, guys!” I shout.






That thing

is going to grind

our bones into

little tiny bone

bits!

Like bird

bones!

GUYS! You

gotta listen to

me!

I controlled

NOT

Alfred ONLY BY

NOW,

THINKING ABOUT

JACK!

IT! NO SLICER!

AND I THINK -






“Something BI

G.”

“N

ot bigger than that!” Dirk barks, hooking a

thumb at the Mallusc.

“Debatable!” I shout. “Bigger in size – well,

duh, of course the Mallusc is bigger. But bigger in

terms of, like, impact. On us. I’m not sure –”

“Jack, there is quite literally nothing that will

have a bigger impact on us than that thing . . .

when it impacts . . . ON US!” Quint shouts.

“Heads up!” June cries as the wide avenue

narrows, shooting us on to a small-town main

street. Dirk and June blast forward while Quint

and I keep pace, side by side. We speed down post-

apocalyptic streets, engines churning, keeping us

just ahead of the charging Mallusc.

“Quint!” I shout. “We need to talk about what I

did back at the water park! It was –”

“Incredible!” Quint exclaims.

“I know! Thank you! I mean, I controlled Alfred

just by thinking about it! Dude, am I Jean Grey?”

“No, friend, not that. Look!” Quint says, lifting

one hand from the wheel and pointing at Dirk,

directly ahead of us.

Dirk’s sword is slung over his back – and

clinging to the sword’s hilt is Drooler. Tiny

droplets of Ultra-Slime fly off the monster.






Yeah, yeah, Dirk

Unbelievable!

has a cool new sword,

we’re all jealous, whatever.

Believe

I’m trying to tell you that

it, buddy,

I might be a mind reader!

’cause -

Or . . . no. The opposite! A

reverse mind reader!

Slime

A mind teller!

should be

pouring off

Drooler in

buckets, but

it’s not!

“Forget Drooler!” I exclaim. “How are you not

interested in the world-altering stuff that – ”

“I am interested, Jack! I am incredibly

interested in the world-altering stuff that Drooler

is doing.”

Just then, Dirk swerves to avoid a toppling

streetlight. His Kart bangs into mine, and then

he’s speeding along beside us.






“Dirk!” Quint exclaims. “I

’ve had the most

incredible realisation!”

“Me too,” Dirk says. “I’VE REALISED YOU

TWO TALK WAY TOO MUCH DURING SPEEDING

GETA WAYS! FOCUS ON STAYING ALIVE AND

KEEP YOUR MOUTHS – ”

“Closed!” Quint says. “A closed circuit!

Combined, that’s what Drooler and your sword

form. That’s why he hugs the hilt like that! Look!

The Ultra-Slime seeps from Drooler, trickles down

the sword, then flows back up into Drooler for

reabsorption! Like electricity! Or evaportion!”

The Drooler + Sword Ultra-Slime Cycle

Leak

Flow

Reabsorb






Dirk glances back at Drooler, over to Quint,

then back at Drooler. Then –

“WHY DOES THIS MATTER RIGHT NOW?”

Dirk shouts.

“Because scientifically – ”

“I’M GONNA HAVE TO SEPARATE YOU THREE

IF YOU DON’T STOP TALKING!” June shouts,

throwing us a hard look over her shoulder. “Now,

LISTEN. See that highway on-ramp up ahead? If

we can get to that, we might escape the Mallusc

and we might not die today!”

I squint. June’s right – the looping ramp will

carry us out of the Mallusc’s path.

And that means . . . we’ll survive!

And that also means . . . I’ll be able to finish

one complete thought without being interrupted by

a lesson on “the science of Ultra-Slime”!

I smile. One day, this will all be a distant

memory. A blip on the radar. A fun story we’ll tell

our robot grandkids . . .

And then, in an instant, it all falls apart.

Exhaust erupts ahead of me: June’s BoomKart,

belching smoke. Then Quint’s and Dirk’s Boom-

Karts begin shuddering and shaking. Then my

own engine rattles.

I glance down at the dash: gas tank is empty.






“Well, this is unfortunate timing . . .” Quint

says.

The street sways and buckles. Pavement splits.

Stores crumble. Streetlamps fall. I feel the sharp

sting of concrete pelting me like a rubble rain

shower.

Remember when

I said there wouldn’t be

enough gas to get us to the

next town, let alone the

Statue of Liberty? This is

what I meant.

Ooh,

tumbleweed.

That can’t be

good.






The Mallusc’s shadow falls over us. In moments

we’ll be guzzled up by this monster freight

train . . .

“Seat belts tight!” Quint shouts.

“Keep arms, hands and Droolers inside the

vehicle at all times!” June says.

And try to remain alive, I think.

“C’mere, little dude!” Dirk says, reaching

around to cradle Drooler.

“Alfred, Lefty, Glurm – hang on!” I shout.

“This is gonna beeee – ”

My words are drowned out as the sound of the

monster’s massive legs ripping apart the earth

becomes a deafening roar.

My hands grip the wheel tight. I see it again:

the Cosmic Hand, changed. And then all I see

is darkness as the Mallusc rolls over us like an

avalanche . . .






chapter two

It feels like the entire world explodes.

Any moment, I expect my body will break.

First, there will be the impaling. Followed by the

crushing. And then, finally, the liquefying.

But that doesn’t happen.

I am neither impaled, crushed, or liquefied.

Because we’re not being run over – not exactly.

Instead, we’ve been vacuumed up, into the

darkness of the Mallusc’s underside.

See, this

is why I hate

vacuuming!






I quickly lose track of my friends – it’s

impossible to see anything but the millions of

needle-like hairs that cover the Mallusc’s massive

pincer legs. I try to call out to them, but the

instant I open my mouth, the air is ripped from

my lungs. It’s like I’m inside a tornado.

I faintly hear Alfred groaning. I squint back, just

as he’s yanked from the BoomKart and pulled into

the swirling storm created by the rapid movement

of the Mallusc’s legs. Glurm and Lefty are snatched

next, disappearing amidst the pounding pincers.

Then –

SNAP!

My seat belt pops and I’m hurled from the

BoomKart! I’m suddenly like an astronaut, alone

in space – only I don’t have one of those neato

cords tethering me to the ship. There is zero

tethering happening here.

A tiny flicker of light, high above me, catches

my eye. I realise I’m being hurled toward it with

the Mallusc’s every pulsating movement.

This is probably gonna not be great, I think as

I’m propelled toward a pulsing hole that looks

to be roughly the width of a Pringles can. The

vacuum suction increases until –






FA-FOOM!

I’m shot through the hole, rocketed out of the

world of Mallusc legs and pincers – and rocketed

into something that looks and feels like lime jelly.

My eyes are open, but the goo doesn’t sting the way

the chlorine in a motel swimming pool does.

I continue upward, through the jelly, blasting

past . . .

Yum,

Butterfinger!

I manage to twist in the green goo, avoiding

a crunched-up, mangled gas pump – probably

devoured moments earlier by the Mallusc, an

unleaded afternoon snack. Then, finally, one last

violent push and –






SPLOOSH!

My head and shoulders burst through the

surface. After a quick gasp for air –

“JUNE! QUINT! DIRK!” I shout. “Where are you?”

The answer comes in the form of three sudden

splashes. One by one, my friends erupt through

the surface – gasping, coughing, spitting.

I was

Well, that

thinking the

was a strange trip

same thing! But not

through a strange

parfait. I was thinking

parfait.

of the ice cream one.

With the chocolate

crunchies.

Enough with

the cakes. I’ve got

Carvel ice cream

a problem.

cake. The greatest

of all cakes.






“Dirk . . .” I start. I’m suddenly feeling sick –

and it has nothing to do with the gallon of goo I

swallowed. “Where’s Drooler?”

Dirk’s chin trembles as he looks at me. “I

I don’t know. We got separated back there.”

That’s when I realise Drooler isn’t the only

missing member of our little adventure crew:

my Zombie Squad isn’t here, either. But I see the

aching, awful look on Dirk’s face – and I decide

not to say anything. Alfred, Lefty, and Glurm are,

y’know, undead - they could get pulled through

a dozen Malluscs and be OK. They’ll turn up. But

Drooler? I’m not so sure.

“I held on to Drooler as tight as I could, and

that’s really tight,” Dirk says. “But my sword

got pulled away, so then he got pulled away, and

now . . . Where is he?!”

I’m worried Dirk is going to go into full-on

meltdown mode, until he adds, “I will personally

punch every dumb pincer on this thing until I get

Drooler back!”

That sounds more like the Dirk we know and

love.

“Drooler must be somewhere,” June says.

Quint nods. “We’ll find him.”

I wipe more goo from my eyes – and see we’re in






a dimly lit, cavernous chamber. Junk churns around

us like we’re in a garbage Jacuzzi. A mailbox bobs

past us, followed by battered stop signs and deflated

pool floaties.

“I think we were sucked up into the Mallusc’s

gastrointestinal tract,” Quint explains as he

paddles toward me. “Or some variation thereof.”

“Lovely . . .” June says, flicking a fleshy gunk

wad off her shoulder.

“Which means this, here, is the uprooted

underside of the Millennium Super Mall,” Quint

says, pointing to the cracked concrete and jagged

pipes that cover the ceiling. “The Mallusc’s

exoskeleton must have fused with – ”

YEE-ARRRNK!

A monstrous bellow suddenly echoes through

the chamber. “Watch out!” June cries.

She reels in the goo as a long, thick hose

suddenly bursts out of the darkness!

“Whoa! Hose thing!” I cry, then –

SPLOOSH!

The hose stabs into the pool. Two more follow.

My friends and I are huddled together,

nervously bobbing as the hoses poke around in the






goo. Soon, each hose finds a piece of scrap, wraps

around it, then pulls it from the pool.

“Those aren’t hoses . . .” June says.

Our eyes have begun to adjust to the darkness,

and it’s clear they’re actually the trunks of some

strange new creature. And now those trunks are

coming back, wrapping around us, hauling us

away . . .

Drooler! I

WILL FIND

YOUUU!






We are plucked from the goo-pool. One huge

elephant-like trunk swings, carrying us to a

platform at the pool’s edge.

I feel like a 500-pound tuna that some happy

weekend fisherman just reeled in . . .

That’s a county

record for sure!

We are dropped – not gently – on to a pile of

junk. We’re all dripping, head to toe, in a coat of

slime. We look like less famous, less successful

Ghostbusters.

Two squat monsters in clanging armour are

walking the platform, examining the newly

extracted junk. Which now includes us. “So, uh,

now what?” I whisper.






Just then, a voice –

“PSSST. This way!”

A small monster has just appeared in a nearby

doorway. I almost think I recognise the creature,

but I can’t quite place it. The monster beckons

us, then disappears through the door. I throw a

glance back at the armoured monsters – then we

all follow.

We turn the corner, into a dark hallway, and

June lets out a shriek. And that’s when I realise

who this monster is.

Johnny

Steve?!

Yes, it

is I. Welcome aboard

the Mallusc!






June and Johnny Steve met out in the wilds,

after she got separated from the rest of us. The

pair embarked on their own adventure – leading

a wingless baby Winged Wretch named Neon to

safety. (Winged Wretches are usually evil – but

Neon was good. Just goes to show: don’t judge a

creature by its species!)

“I didn’t know if I’d ever see you again!” June

says, overjoyed. She’s swinging  Johnny Steve

around, hugging him tight: old friends together

again.

Johnny Steve is beaming. “I was on the

Mallusc’s bow, sharpening my walking sword,

when I spotted you four. So I hurried down here to

be the very first to greet you!”

“Hey, Carmen Sandiego,” I say, giving his

trench coat a little tug. “Cool new clothes.”

“Oh, yes,” Johnny Steve says, and his eyes dart

from side to side. “You see, I am a spy now – ”

“Hey! The catching-up can wait,” Dirk says.

He turns to Johnny Steve. “Do you know where

Drooler is?”

“What’s Drooler?” Johnny Steve asks.

“You mean who is Drooler,” Dirk says. “The

answer is: only my favourite creature in the entire

universe.”






“A

nd,” I say, “if we want a real shot defeating

Thrull and destroying the Tower, we need him.”

“Also we need him, like, emotionally,” Dirk

adds. “And he needs me.”

June kneels down to explain. “Dirk and Drooler

were separated during that whole ‘getting run

over, flying through goo’ process.”

Johnny Steve fiddles with the collar of his

trench coat for a moment, thinking. “In that

case,” he says, “Drooler will have been picked

up by the Trawlsnouts by now – and given to the

Junkers for delivery.”

So that’s what those elephant-trunk-like things

are called: Trawlsnouts. And the armoured dudes

are Junkers.

“Whaddya mean delivery?” Dirk looks ready

to fight some Trawlsnouts, some Junkers and

anything else thrown at him. “Delivery to who?”

“The Grand Protector, of course!” Johnny Steve

says, like it’s the silliest question anyone’s ever

asked. “Everything goes to the Grand Protector.

And once the Grand Protector gets his claws

on something he likes, he does not let go. I’m

afraid, human pals, that there is no possibility

of getting Drooler back.”
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