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The year was 20XY, Joe Rover was walking his dog, Bandit, when a truck crashed spilling a strange substance. During the commotion, Bandit escaped Joe’s grasp and drank the liquid. He then bit Joe seemingly passing on the talents of a dog to him. 

Deciding to protect the people of his hometown, Joe Rover became the superhero known as Dogboy. 

Eventually, Joe learned that Bandit’s bite only magnified the powers within him. He was part of an ancient alien race known as the Sirians, beings from Sirius, which is not a star but a planet.

After many more adventures, he learned that his world was just one in a nearly infinite universe filled with multiverses known as the Omniverse. 

He also learned that a company known as Blue Light Technologies watches over the Omniverse. The company recorded events that happened across the Omniverse and sold them as stories, movies, or games. However, corruption grew within BLT and a prophecy was created. The prophecy said that a “Chosen One” would one day defeat the corrupt leaders of BLT. 

After some trials, Joe did defeat the corruption and restored BLT to its original purpose, but evil would not let the hero rest. An ancient cosmic being known as The Nothing sought to destroy Joe.

Joe and a new friend named David defeated The Nothing, but Joe soon learned that David was not the friend he thought he was.

Before the truck incident, David made a deal with a secret society known as the Masters of the Dark Arts to gain the powers of necromancy and mind control. He used these powers against his class. Years later, Joe learned of the treachery. He, his friends, and some classmates traveled back in time and stopped David. However, the victory resulted in a time shift that caused science and technology to advance faster than it originally did. When Joe and the others returned to the present, the world looked like 20XY, but it was really 19XY.

Joe now continues his quest to protect his hometown while also assisting Blue Light Technologies.
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Book 1: Future Shock
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Ride Share into Horror
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The first five minutes of the drive were awkwardly silent. Personally, I could go hours without speaking, but Nick’s never-ending seat-shifting was getting on my nerves. Each time he moved, he somehow made the seat squeak with the intensity of a lion’s roar. Each squeak felt like nails going down the chalkboard of my brain.

I started regretting giving him a ride to school. 

Normally, my friends and I walk or take our hover-rides. On occasion, we’ll use the Dogcar, in its civilian disguise. Today was one of those days. The normally purple and white DeLorean-like super-car was disguised as a blue 1987 Volkswagen Beetle. The Beetle coughed and popped as it staggered down the road, sounding like it belonged in some old Disney movie.

Yesterday, my mom heard Nick’s mom talking about his need for a ride and offered my services.

“So, uh, Nick,” the car chugged in my momentary silence, “I hear that you passed 1,000 subscribers on MyVideo, and you can now do livestreams.”

Nick tapped his fingers on the passenger armrest a few times then said, “Yup.”

“Any plans on doing a livestream?”

“I have one planned for tomorrow.”

“Really? I’ll have to set a reminder. What’s it about?”

“I’m interviewing Jack Splatski about his new book The 50 Shames of Dorian Gray.”

“Wow! That’s amazing! How’d you hook that up?”

“It wasn’t easy. I had to—” He leaned back in his seat and pointed ahead of us. “What is that?!”

A crackling blue-white barrier appeared before us. The car wouldn’t stop. We passed through it. The world shifted like watching a fire burn through paper. It only lasted a second; but once it did, everything seemed normal, except it seemed darker. Not nighttime dark, like total solar eclipse dark. Everything had this dark blue tint to it.

“What was that?!” Nick said, gripping the door rest and his voice cracking like he’d just entered puberty.

“Don’t know. Let’s get to school. See if there’s anything on the news.”

We continued on our way to school, but we didn’t reach it. I turned the corner, and we were back at Nick’s house.

“How’d we get here?” Nick asked, his voice squeaking some more.

I opened my door. “Not sure.” Nick exited via the passenger side. I shut my door. “Maybe your mom heard something.”

As soon as we entered the house, Nick started shouting for his mother. There was no answer. I looked around as Nick went from room to room calling, “Mom!”

The house felt cold, like no one used the heater in ages. A creepy mist poured in from the open front door. Nick ran by and into the kitchen. I followed. 

A figure stood by the stove with their back to us.

“Mom?” said Nick.

The figure slowly turned to us.

It was not Nick’s mom.

It was a zombie. But not a friendly one like Agent Zee or a silly, cartoon one. This thing was nightmare fuel. Rotting skin, jerky movements, missing lower jaw, matted hair that looked like it got on the bad side of a razor.

The zombie limped towards us slowly, clawing at us with its almost broken arms.

As Nick let out a panicked scream, I checked the zombie for tale tell worms in its body.

Not long ago, I fought the Wyrm, a computer failsafe created by Blue Light Technologies. The Wyrm was designed to pull people out of virtual simulations if they believe the simulation too much. The problem was it got into a parallel world. It thought it was saving everyone from the sim, but the sim was reality. When it tried to log someone out, it turned them into zombies. Those zombies then infected others. Soon, they were spreading across the Omniverse. Stories of the Wyrm were where we got a lot of our zombie stories from.

After the Wyrm’s destruction there hasn’t been another zombie appearance, other than Agent Zee and some other spies turned zombies.

You can tell a Wyrm zombie by the worms crawling through the victim’s body. These worms were the Wyrm. The Wyrm infected others through these physical manifestations of digital creatures, like nanobots in the shape of earthworms.

The sort of good news was that I couldn’t see any worms. However, we still had a zombie coming our way. 

“Run!” I shouted.

We booked it for the back sliding glass door only to be greeted by a horde of zombies crossing the back lawn. We backed up as one smashed through the glass door.

Strong zombie.

We kept backing up as the hungry looking zombies filed into the house.

While backing down the hallway, we must have activated a video-frame sensor because a full-sized hologram of Nick and his parents appeared. His parents were dressed in nice business attire while Nick was dressed in a black and white cap and gown: Century High School’s colors.

“Look at our little high school graduate,” Nick’s mother said in a decaying audio voice.

“Graduate?” I said. “Nick and I graduate in two years.”

Fortunately, the holo-vid drew the attention of the zombies. They tried, and failed, to eat the hologram humans. I swear I heard one zombie mumble, “Holographic brains, again?” The picture-video continued to repeat the graduation moment.

“Joe!” shouted Nick, already at the door.

I turned away from the video and joined Nick outside. We ran for the car. Nick practically dove into the passenger side. I started the engine. The zombies erupted out of the front door like pus through a pimple.

I floored it.

Within moments, we were back on the streets.

“What in the name of American Horror Story was that?!” said Nick. “Zombies?! When did that happen?”

“I think we might be in the future.”

Nick jerked his head towards me; his eyes filled with terror and shock. “WHAT?! HOW?!”

I glanced out the driver’s window; groups of zombies loitered on various neighborhood lawns. “I think it was that...field we passed through. Back at the house, there was a picture—”

“Joe! Look out!” Nick pointed wildly at the blue-white energy barrier coming right for us. 

Once again, we went through. It was similar to before with that scene-burning transition.

When it ended, we were still in Nick’s neighborhood; but instead of undead zombies infesting every property, it was the living (zombies), mindlessly on their way to work or school.

One man in Bermuda shorts waved at us as he watered his lawn. Also, everything had a normal daytime tint.

We sat in stunned silence as I piloted the car to Century High School. Actually, I’d covertly switched it to auto-pilot so I could think without worrying about accidents. The car’s AI, SPOT, parked in the student section and turned off the car. Nick looked left then right. A group of goths talked by a wall. The football team practiced over at the stadium. Some skaters showed off their hoverboard moves.

“Are we back?” Nick asked in a soft voice.

“Only cliques and bullies here,” I said. “No zombies.”

“What was that all about? People don’t just hop into the future.” 

You’d be surprised, I thought.

“What was that all about?” Nick repeated for probably the tenth time.

“I don’t know.” But I’m going to find out.
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TITLE: GROSS (Side Quest)
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PANEL 1

Sally, Danny, and Brain sit at a table in the school cafeteria. Joe joins them carrying a bowl containing a green globby substance.  

PANEL 2

Brain points at the green substance. Joe hasn't taken a seat yet.


BRAIN

What is that?



PANEL 3

Joe looks down at the food. Brain, Sally, and Danny look like they might be sick.


JOE

It's spinach, olive oil, and sweet peas.



PANEL 4

Brain faces Joe, giving him a judgmental look.


BRAIN

You are so weird.



PANEL 5

Joe smiles brightly.


JOE

I am what I am.



-End-
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TITLE: BUSTED (Side Quest)
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PANEL 1

Joe sits behind his desk. He is hunched over his Omni-Cuff watch speaking to the hologram of a young woman in a pizza restaurant uniform. The hologram floats a little bit above the watch. Joe looks like he is trying to be sneaky.


JOE (WHISPERING)

I'd like to order a large pepperoni to go.

WOMAN

Would you like machine or sentient delivery?



PANEL 2

Joe is looking off to the side like he's checking for someone. He continues to speak to the hologram though. The woman stands stiff, professional.


JOE (WHISPERING)

Sentient, please.



PANEL 3

Joe continues to hunch over his watch. Sweat is starting to form. The pizza restaurant worker continues to remain professional looking.


WOMAN

We'll have that delivered to you as soon as the next sentient being is available. 



PANEL 4

Joe is scared. He covers the watch with his hand. He sits straight back in his chair, with his back slightly arched. His eyes are wide; his mouth forms an expression of terror.


MOM (OS)

Joel Tobias Rover! Are you cheating on your diet?!

JOE

Eeee...



-End-
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Debt Favor
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Drift’s Tingle Spa, Megaton Mall...

Brain yawned. “Why are we here?”

Danny rested his head on his folded arms, which rested on a table. He looked like a little kid sleeping through detention. He slowly raised his head. He yawned. “Why so early? I didn’t get much sleep.”

“Neither did I,” said Brain. He shook a hand through his curly, brown hair. Once he realized the mess he made, he took a comb from a lab coat pocket and fixed his hair. “I kept dreaming that I was in the future fighting endless waves of demons.”

Soft music, dim lights, and comfortable chairs didn’t help in keeping us awake. The spa was designed to help people relax and sleep. Pleasant smells circulated the air like an air conditioner on a muggy day. My head almost fell out of my hand as Danny said, “I dreamt I was Eddie, one of my football pals. He was trying to save a friend that was possessed.”

Sally finished a sip of her Sonic Squirrel Energy Drink. “I dreamt that ghouls invaded WAG News with an army of wraiths. For some reason, they wanted to stop us from printing stories about the war on Pluto.”

Bandit hopped into a chair; he placed his front paws on the table; and rested his face, with its almost full-faced brown mask, on his paws. Other than the brown mask, Bandit is white. He said telepathically, <I dreamt that Zip and I tried to help Brent’s son, Bradley, grow a mustache, but zombies kept waxing it off him.> Zip is Daphne Spelling’s, a white witch and veterinarian, familiar/black cat.

“Guys,” I said before taking a big yawn myself, “I know it was a long night, but Nate asked to help him narrow down ASMR creators for a potential collaboration.”

Brain folded his arms. “He best provide a spa coupon for our services.”

“Pardon the intrusion,” said a soft voice. A shorter man with a beard entered carrying a tray of cookies and warm milk. “Would you like a snack while you wait the master’s return?” The dwarf set the tray on a nearby table. 

“Where is Nate?” I asked.

The dwarf, Redstone, made a nervous cough. “He is at the Sand Castle...preparing for the arrival of his...guests. The creators he has already chosen.”

“How big is this collab?” asked Sally. 

“Big,” said Redstone.

“I state again,” said Brain, “we best receive some compensation for this work. I have many gadget tests to run for PAWS.”

PAWS is the agency that polices transbeings, those with super-talents. PAWS protects the average person from those with powers while also protecting those with powers from the average person. 

“How about I forgive you all your sleep debt?” This voice was even softer than Redstone’s. It was like a soft-spoken whisper. It carried with it a certain...authority. The disembodied voice soon took the form of a whirlwind of sand. The sand twister slowly became a person. Nate wore his Sandman (aka Drift) outfit. He still wore the sand colored, and textured, cloak, but he had lowered the bandanna to his chest and moved the goggles to his forehead. The getup made him look like a cross between a desert bandit and a teenager trying to cosplay the Grim Reaper but on a budget.

Only a couple of weeks ago, Nate discovered that he was the son of Father Time and Mother Nature, one of their many children. He was chosen to be the new Sandman. After he received his powers, he used the name Drift, his persona from his MyVideo ASMR channel. Not only did he inherit the previous Sandman’s powers, Nate got his castle—the Sand Castle. He also got a whole bunch of money, which he used to open the ASMR themed spa to help people sleep.

The dwarf helped Drift/Nate out of his Drift uniform. Underneath, Nate wore standard PJs with bunny slippers. “Thank you, Redstone.”

It was at that moment I put two and two together. “Redstone. Is that any relation to Michael Redstone, the Century High math teacher?”

“They are the same person,” Nate said.

The Pack—my friends—and I exhaled confusion and surprise. 

“He’s been assigning his students too much homework. The students are not sleeping. Redstone had to pay the price.”

The Pack and I gulped.

“Like any other who disturbs the balance of sleep, he will serve as a dwarf until his debt is paid.”

“That explains the sub yesterday,” I said.

“That seems...extreme,” said Sally.

“If I did not act, his students would become too weak to astral travel to the world of dreams. They would fall to the lands ruled by The Nothing’s servants; specifically, the ruler of nightmares, the Tar-Beast. With nightmares plaguing their nights and the school stress running their days, they could descend even further into the Realm of Madness.”

Danny reached for a cookie and a glass of warm milk from the plate. He gulped down the milk then belched.

“There are many levels of consciousness. Dreams, nightmares, coma, and meditation are just a few,” said Nate. “Sleep, and by extension dreams, help to refuel the sand...the magic. Dreams help create stories, create worlds.”

“We know this,” said Brain, getting grouchy from his lack of sleep. “Sin, regret, hopes, and dreams create parallel worlds. Stories are created from these worlds, which in turn, keeps us from falling to Darkness.”

“So is dream sand...phantasmic energy?” asked Sally.

“Dwarves, because of their ability to locate treasure, can find the phantasmic gems that reside in the mines near the Sand Castle. They are also the only ones that can crush those gems into the sand. I sprinkle the sand on people; and once they fall asleep, they can astral project into the Omniverse. Once there, they can experience parallel worlds and be inspired.” 

Nate glanced my way. His eyes almost seemed to dig into my soul. “Dreams are one of the many ways the Muses can reach us.” <I don’t know why he would choose to be mortal,> I heard Nate think.

Danny removed his red baseball cap long enough to scratch his black mullet hair. “So, we travel to other worlds in our dreams, but we can also create new ones in our dreams?” He placed the cap backwards on his head. He made a quiet whistle. “Confusing.”

“Our dreams recharge phantasmic energy?” said Sally.

“As does love, faith, and sharing your own magic,” said Nate. “By sharing our talents with others, we make phantasmic energy stronger. Phantasmic energy is one of the only sources of energy that gets stronger by sharing it.”

Brain folded his arms. “I have little use for dreams. I am a man of science.”

“I would think you’d be more willing to safeguard dreams,” said Nate. “Your inventions are powered by phantasmic energy. Without it powering your devices, they would be normal. Without phantasmic energy, a unicorn is just a horse; a dragon is just a dinosaur.”

Danny snapped off a bite of cookie, chewed, swallowed, and said, “What do you need with us then?”

“You four, five with the dog, are some of the worst sleep offenders in the city,” said Nate. He faced Brain. “Late night inventing.” He glanced at Sally. “Late night investigations and stakeouts.” He turned to Danny. “Late night practices.” He faced me. “Being a superhero.” He looked over at Bandit. “Late night adventures.”

I turned to Bandit, still half resting in the chair. “You said you weren’t going to the clubs anymore.”

<I blame Zip,> said Bandit.

Nate crossed his arms. “They are noble pursuits. The partying is questionable. But you need a better work-life balance. Sleep is just as important as saving the city, protecting people, or getting a scholarship so you can get into a good college.”

“So, why have us pick out collab creators?” I asked.

Nate took a deep breath. “Well...” He ran a hand through his sand-colored hair causing a sprinkle of sand-dandruff to fall out. “I...With the spa and being Sandman...I’ve fallen behind.”

“Sounds like someone needs to learn work-life balance,” said Brain.

We all shot him a menacing glare.

“What?” he said. “I get crabby if I do not get adequate sleep.”

“So that explains it,” Danny mumbled loud enough to be heard.

Brain was about to respond when Nate cut him off. “So, do we have a deal? You watch the submission videos and tell me who’d be good collabs, and I won’t turn you into dwarves.”

We all made a commotion of panicked agreement.

“Good,” said Nate. Redstone returned with Nate’s uniform. Nate slipped the cloak back on, once again becoming Drift. “Redstone has sent you the links. Happy viewing.” He vanished in a swirl of sand.
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The Writing on the Wall
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I pinched the bridge of my nose. We’d been watching ASMR tryout videos for over an hour. Neither the time spent watching the vids nor the fact we were in separate rooms watching different piles of endless videos (or that Redstone kept trying to push the warm milk and cookies) was the reason behind my exhaustion, it was listening to the countless whispers, tingle triggers, and roleplays that was getting to me. You can only watch so many cranial nerve exams before you want to scream. Plus, they were ASMR videos, videos designed to help you sleep.

I tapped the frame of my glasses. The glasses dissolved. I rubbed my eyes. Next thing I knew, I’d fallen asleep. I jerked awake. Then I gasped.

The active video had a guy doing hand movements. I gasped because fiery runes were etched into his shirt along the chest.

“What?” I said and the runes vanished.

I ran a hand across my face.

“Man, I really do need more sleep.”

I went back to viewing videos. I made notes on how relaxing a vid was; how original it was; how often they post; how many subscribers they had; and so on. I was so half asleep I didn’t realize my glasses were still off. You’d think the blurry, muted colored world would give me a clue.

After about the fifth, or eighth, video, I fell asleep again. Once I realized I was sleeping, I jerked awake.

This time in between my sleep and waking states, I saw the same fire runes written on the blank wall behind the ASMR artist. The glyphs didn’t look like the glyphs on the Creation Orb at Blue Light Technologies, nor did they look like the ones magic users use. They looked and felt...evil.

As my eyes refocused, the runes vanished.

I rubbed my eyes. “Maybe I need a snack. Maybe I should finally take Redstone up on his milk and cookies offer.”

“Don’t even think about it,” said Drift’s disembodied voice, like some spirit from the Afterlife. 

“How does he do that?”

“I am the Sandman,” said the voice. “I know all.”

I turned my head to the ceiling so I could “talk” to the voice. “You know, keeping us awake to watch ASMR videos seems a strange way to pay off sleep debt.”

No answer.

I turned back to the videos. 

It didn’t take long for me to drift off to sleep again.

“Aw, man,’ I said in my dream before I drifted back to the land of the awake.

Once again, the strange runes appeared on the wall of a different ASMR artist. It couldn’t be a prank or an editing mistake; this was a different channel with a different creator.

I paused the video to see if the runes would stay. They did. No trick of my sleep deprived mind. I leaned closer to get a better look; I still hadn’t reactivated my glasses. Everything else was in muted or completely black and white colors, except the runes.

Finally, everything clicked. “That’s why the glyphs weird me out. I’m not wearing my glasses. Everything is in dog vision except the glyphs. They’re a bright flame.”

I squinted attempting to see the writing better. The video started to glitch like it had a loose power connection. 

I leaned closer and closer and closer.

BAM!

The ASMR artist transformed into a demon and jumped at me!

I flailed backwards into my chair and let out a loud cry.

I gripped my chest like I was trying to grab my heart. I panted. 

After some breaths, I looked at the video. The screen was still paused. The ASMR artist looked like a human. The writing on the wall was gone.
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What Dreams May Come
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“It makes sense,” said Brain.

I filled Sally, Danny, Brain, and Bandit in on what I saw in the videos. They listened quietly, occasionally nodding their heads.

“I’m glad it makes sense to someone,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck.

“You said it happened with your glasses off,” said Brain. By this time, I’d reactivated them. “The glasses allow you to see as a human while off you see more dog-like.”

Brain started to pace. We followed him in a circle around the spa’s lobby. Thankfully, no one was waiting.

“You have always been a little more sensitive to the mystical realm than us,” said Brain, “because of your dog senses.”

“Yeah,” I said, “but it was more like impressions or feelings.” I ran a hand through my blond hair. “I’m not as good as Kit.” Kit, the cat-man assassin, can see supernatural things better than me. To me, they’ll be more “ghost-like,” or I can just hear or sense it. Sometimes I can see it depending on how strong it is. Kit, on the other hand, can see it fully, or very nearly fully.

“I suspect your powers are growing,” Brain said, still pacing.

“Great,” I said, letting my shoulders and back slouch.

“Many myths have dogs connected to the Afterlife. Cerberus, Anubis, and many more. It makes sense that you would eventually gain a better insight into the magical worlds. It appears your wolf eyes—”
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