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Prologue


Every school has that one kid—the genius. The kid who finishes everything before anyone else. The one who actually read all 100 books over the summer. The name everyone knows in every classroom and hallway.



At HayWay Elementary, that kid is Justin Combustion Jones.


Just how smart is he? I couldn’t tell you. I’m only the narrator. I’m not Justin. This is a third-person story, after all. But trust me, he’s brilliant. So, let’s not waste any more time.

Let the story begin….


Chapter 1: Justin Combustion and the Attack of Two SLUGS?


It all began around 7 p.m. 


Justin Combustion Jones, a 14-year-old who genuinely enjoyed doing his math homework, was working on algebra problems at his desk with his pencil moving swiftly across the paper.

“Justin!” his mom called from downstairs. “Hurry up and shower! Dinner’s almost here!”

He sighed, set his pencil down, and began straightening his papers with satisfying precision. Then came the familiar blur of speed.

“That pizza’s mine!” shouted his sister, Jessica Speed, zipping past his door and thundering down the stairs.

“No RUNNING in the house!” their mom yelled, her voice trailing after her.

“Jessica!” Justin called. No response. Of course. She was already gone. That girl moved faster than a Wi-Fi signal on a good day.

Justin looked down at his paper, happy with the neat columns of numbers and letters. Math was like poetry to him; numbers made sense. One day, he’d be famous. Or... at least win a trophy or something.

After a hot shower and changing into fresh clothes, he went downstairs toward the smell of fresh pizza. His stomach was growling.

“Thanks, Mom,” he said as he took his seat at the table.

He closed his eyes to pray, grateful his sister hadn’t scarfed down the whole thing. He was in the middle of a greasy slice when something on the table caught his eye.

A flyer, the kind you can't ignore. Big, bold letters say: “Get Ready for the Annual Coding Fair! Code a Robot, Design an App, Build Anything You Want! For Grades 3–5. Learn more online!”

He groaned.

The Coding Fair. He hadn’t signed up. Reason one: he couldn’t code. Not at all. Reason two: he wasn’t planning on getting humiliated in front of the whole school. He slid the flyer aside and finished off the slice. As he carried his plate to the sink, there was a knock at the front door.

Knock knock knock.

“It’s ME, genius!” called out the voice from outside. 

Justin opened the door and saw… an Alien?

Nope. Just Jason, his older brother, dressed in a full alien costume. Again. Jason works at Space Burger, the galaxy-themed fast food place downtown. His job? Spinning a sign on the sidewalk while dressed like a green, googly-eyed alien.

"Hey, Justjo!” Jason boomed, rushing in and poking Justin in the ribs.

Justin burst out laughing. That was Jason’s thing—alien costume and all. Ever since their dad disappeared when Justin was little, Jason had stepped up. From the stairs, their mom called down.

“Jason! You’re dripping alien sweat onto my clean floors!" Justin burst out laughing. 

“Hey, Ma! It’s not sweat…it’s space juice!” Jason shouted, removing his sweaty rubber mask as he approached her.

Justin shook his head, still smiling.

“You’re the weirdest brother in the galaxy.”

Jason winked.

“And you’re stuck with me.”

Justin was left alone in the living room, now haunted by the scent of sweaty sign-spinning and pizza grease. The alien costume lay slumped on the couch as if it had just finished a marathon.

He glanced again at the Coding Fair flyer. Maybe... just maybe... Jessica could help. She was the only one in the house who took computer science seriously.

Then he heard it.

“Man, what a drag,” said a strange, scratchy voice.

“I was hoping he’d be plumpier!” added a high-pitched snicker.

Justin spun around.

Nothing.

He stared. The room was empty, with only him and a strange-smelling alien costume. Maybe all that math had finally scrambled his brain.

Yawning, he went upstairs. But something didn't feel right. His bedroom door was shut.

He never closed his door.

Maybe his mom had? She was a whirlwind of paintbrushes and canvases, like an artistic tornado. She hated how Justin always kept everything too clean.

He opened the door slowly.

At first, nothing seemed wrong. He stepped inside, then froze.

Two creatures moved around his room like jellyfish—slimy and slippery, with numerous arms and drooping antennas. Their eyes blinked in different directions, leaving gross slime trails on everything.

Justin stared, speechless.

One of them turned. “Yeah, he’s like a stick!” it squeaked.

“Wha—WHAT THE HECK!?” Justin shouted.

He slammed the door and stepped back.

What was going on?! Was there something in that pizza?

Jessica appeared again, munching on another slice. “Uhh, why are you just standing there? Like a weirdo”

“I don’t know,” Justin said still shaken.

She shrugged and walked away, then she burped.

Justin turned and carefully opened the door again.

The creatures were still there.

He took out his wooden katana, a souvenir from a family trip to Japan, from his drawer.

He pointed it at them. “Okay. WHAT. ARE. YOU?”

The one with green spots whispered to the other, “Just like the big dude said…”

“Let’s bail!” they yelled in unison.

They fumbled through their sticky bodies and pulled out a glowing device. In a flash of light, they vanished, but not before dropping the gadget on his floor.

Justin stared at the object. It pulsed gently. Then, he fainted completely.

The Next Morning…

Justin stayed in bed the entire day.

He told his parents everything! From the slime, the monsters, the glowing tech. They thought he was either dreaming or coming down with something.

He even showed them the goop left behind. They couldn’t see it.

Was he losing his mind? 

He pinched himself. Hard. Five times. (His arm was almost bruised now.)

He cleaned up the last of the muck from his room, threw the strange alien tech onto the back porch, and tried not to think about the glowing eyes he saw in the bushes that morning.

But those icy blue, catlike eyes had been watching him. Observing. He moved into the yard and crouched beside the device. Just as he reached for it.

A voice.

It's not a slimy monster's voice. It's a girl’s voice. 

Leaves rustled.

Two glowing eyes peeked out from behind the branches.

Justin grabbed the device and ran back inside without glancing back.

Back in his room, he looked out the window. Nothing but trees.

He examined the device. Strange buttons and symbols that didn’t make any sense.

He needed help.


He knew exactly who to call: Hymie Parker, also known as Hymie Time, builder, coder, tech genius, and his best friend.


Justin threw on his sneakers, grabbed his Columbia jacket, and noticed his sleeve was still covered in slime.

“Combustion is Disgusting,” the kids at school sometimes joked.

He growled and wiped it off as best he could, then shoved the device into his backpack.

He was halfway down the block when he heard that same voice again, behind him.

He turned.

Nothing.

He turned again and bolted. No way that thing was catching up to him.

Whatever was happening, one thing was certain:

This kind of thing didn’t happen to regular kids.

But for Justin Combustion?

Let's say things were just getting started.


Chapter 2: Parallel Verses and Cool Traverses


When Justin arrived at Hymie’s house, it was the usual kind of chaos they called “peaceful.” Barkus, yes, that was the dog's real name—was tearing through the yard like a living tornado of fur and drool. Hymie sat on the porch, working away at his laptop as he usually did.


The last time Justin checked; Hymie was trying to code a robot “Just to be like a famous guy a major scientist.” Justin wasn’t entirely sure what that meant, but he figured it was computer genius stuff.

“Hey, Hymie!” Justin called out.

“Yo, Combustion!” Hymie yelled back, grinning.

“I brought you something,” Justin said, tossing the odd-looking gadget he’d found.

Hymie caught it easily; he had played baseball once, after all. He squinted at it, skeptical. “This isn’t a toy, is it? Where’d you get it?”

Justin just laughed. “Long story.”

They went inside, and Hymie immediately settled in his room, fingers flying across the keyboard. After a few minutes, he frowned. 

“Justin, this thing isn’t normal.”

Justin explained what happened with the aliens, the encounter, everything.

Hymie blinked. “You’re telling me aliens gave you this?”

I’m telling you, it was real.

He kept typing. A minute later, the screen lit up with random symbols.

“Dude… are you pranking me?” Hymie asked, eyeing him suspiciously. “This looks like fake alien code someone posted online.”

Justin frowned, feeling suddenly unsure. 

“It’s real. I swear. Can you decode it?”

Hymie sighed. “Fine. But if this turns out to be a prank, I’ll smack you with my computer.”

He tapped away, and soon the screen translated: "Makerspace Decode. All Code saved files to Htrae.”

“Htrae?” Justin echoed. “That’s just ‘Earth’ spelled backwards.”

Yeah. Weird, right?” Hymie leaned back. 

“Also, it looks like the device tried to save all its data into a file—possibly onto another system, I can't find any readings here, or to be clear, anywhere on Earth!"

Justin blinked. “Wait. Another System?”

“Exactly, the file doesn’t exist here. It’s like it’s trying to sync with something… off-world,” said Hymie. 

Justin’s eyes lit up. “That’s it! What if they’re not on Earth? What if they disappeared into this thing? What if this is a portal thingy?”

Hymie narrowed his eyes. “You think we can follow them? With this?” Hymie fiddled with the device.

“No, but I think we can catch them.” 

The next day, Justin stood by his locker, adjusting the clasps on his backpack. 

“What's up, Mr.? I calculate the weather pattern every morning,” Hymie said, stepping up beside him with a sly grin. 


Justin raised an eyebrow. “Technically, I did check the precipitation. Had to dodge the sprinkler system on Elm Street.”


“Legend,” Hymie muttered, giving him a fist bump.

As they walked down the hall, Hymie elbowed him. “Heard you aced the algebra quiz. What’d you get?”
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