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FOR REBECCA,

WHO SAID,

“MAYBE YOU’RE A NOVELIST.”



PROLOGUE


A Boy Named Jack

The sign in front of St. Barnaby’s Home for the Hopeless, Abandoned, Forgotten, and Lost read CRUSHING THE SPIRIT OF CHILDHOOD SINCE 1898. Appropriately, the words were carved in stone because it wasn’t ever going to change. The faculty at St. Barnaby’s turned bright-eyed children into boring adults, and they did it quickly. Usually before the children finished kindergarten. Some of the kids managed to hold out a bit longer, but it was not a fun place to grow up. Not at any speed.

St. Barnaby’s was planted not so firmly on a stretch of swampland near the New Jersey Turnpike. Every year like clockwork, the building sank a few feet deeper into the muck. The foundation couldn’t be fixed, but new floors and taller towers were constantly being added onto the roof to make sure the place stayed above swamp level. For an orphan growing up at St. Barnaby’s, staying above swamp level was about as much as you could hope for in life.

From a window on what was currently the building’s top floor, a boy named Jack stared out at another icy, gray morning. It was that time of year again when Christmas was already gone, the new year was already here, and there was nothing left but winter. Any holiday spirit still lingering around the orphanage was being stuffed into cardboard boxes for storage in the basement, and the drab hallways of St. Barnaby’s seemed more bare than ever, now that their decorations were gone. With every box that disappeared down the cellar stairs, Jack wondered just how he was going to make it through another year in this place.

It wasn’t Christmas presents that Jack was going to miss about the holiday season. St. Barnaby’s offered nothing beyond what little was donated, and bullies like Rex Staples always stole the good stuff from kids like Jack, anyway. No, what Jack would miss about the holidays was the way people acted during the month of December. The way everyone smiled more. People were nicer everywhere, even to him. It was like having friends for a couple of weeks every year. That was important because it was the only friendship that Jack ever really got to know. In every school there’s always one kid who gets picked on more than anyone else. At St. Barnaby’s that one kid was Jack. The teachers did nothing to stop this behavior. They even encouraged it, seeing it as payback for all the trouble Jack caused them on a regular basis. He wasn’t very good at doing what he was told and following the rules. Jack’s teachers often told him that was probably why his parents had abandoned him in the first place.

Jack never knew his parents. He had been left on the steps of St. Barnaby’s twelve years ago and found in a cradle with the name “Jack” written on the handle. Nothing was known about him beyond his first name, and no one ever cared to ask too many questions either. Whenever Jack had to write his name on a test or homework assignment, he just wrote “Jack” and left the rest blank. Jack Blank. After a while the name simply stuck.

Jack actually felt like he had a great deal less going for him than the other orphans at St. Barnaby’s did. None of them had any family, but Jack didn’t even have a name. He had no sense of who he was, even on the most basic level. He was a blank slate. The boy with the made-up name that didn’t mean anything.

The other orphans at St. Barnaby’s had a few ideas about where Jack had come from. The latest theory was that Jack’s parents were sewer mutants who threw him away because he was too ugly, even for them. Jack wasn’t really ugly at all, but that didn’t stop the other children from calling him names like “Sewer Slime,” “Ugg-Boy,” and Rex’s personal favorite, “Weirdo Face.” No one ever accused Rex of being terribly creative or clever. Even so, the names didn’t have to be clever to hurt Jack’s feelings. Jack hated not knowing who he was or where he came from. He hated the stories the other kids would make up about him all the time. He never once suspected that the truth was something that would make even their wildest stories seem boring and tired.

The truth about Jack was nothing short of extraordinary. The truth was a beacon calling out to things both terrible and wonderful on the far side of the world. The truth was the reason why that icy, gray morning was the last one Jack would ever spend at St. Barnaby’s Home for the Hopeless, Abandoned, Forgotten, and Lost.



CHAPTER


1

Unreal Tales #42

“Jack Blank, I know you’re in there!”

Mrs. Theedwheck’s shrill voice pierced the air, hitting Jack’s eardrums like a siren. She stood at the library door, holding her yardstick.

Mrs. Theedwheck was a tall, spindly old lady with horn-rimmed glasses and a wound-up knot of frizzy gray hair. As usual, her face was scrunched up like she’d smelled something funny and didn’t like it one bit. Jack could not imagine a Mr. Theedwheck existing anywhere in her past, present, or future.

Mrs. Theedwheck never went anywhere without her trusty yardstick. Ever. It was pretty much part of her hand. With it, she was ready to strike out at any and all knuckles and backsides within a three-foot radius, whether they deserved it or not. Mrs. Theedwheck had carried a ruler for years—years!—before a fellow teacher at St. Barnaby’s finally suggested the yardstick. She tried it out once and knew right away that there was no going back. The yardstick was her weapon of choice, and she wielded it like a ninja master.

Jack ducked farther down behind the bookcase. Mrs. Theedwheck was bluffing. No way she knew where he was. No way.

“Don’t make me come in there, Jack,” she warned. “I want you out here by the count of three. Front and center, young man! One!”

Jack held his breath as Mrs. Theedwheck tapped her yardstick against the open door. She was bluffing, right?

“Two . . . ,” Mrs. Theedwheck continued.

Jack cringed as she stepped through the library door and reached for the lights.

“Three,” she said flatly.

Fluorescent lightbulbs flickered on, and Mrs. Theedwheck started searching the library. She reached out with her yardstick, banging on tables, bookshelves, and countertops. She was like a hunter flushing out her prey. Jack braced himself for the inevitable yardstick thwacking.

Jack heard Mrs. Theedwheck tap her yardstick on different surfaces. The tapping got closer and closer until Mrs. Theedwheck slapped the yardstick down on a bookcase right next to Jack. Jack was certain he was caught, but Mrs. Theedwheck let out a frustrated “Hrrmmph!” and turned, storming out of the library, shutting the lights off behind her. She hadn’t seen him. He was safe . . . for now.

“Whew!” Jack said to no one in particular as his entire body unclenched.

Jack was hiding because it was the day of a big field trip. Ordinarily, children Jack’s age looked forward to field trips. Jack would have looked forward to them too if he’d been allowed to go. Every time he got on the school bus, however, it broke down. Or it went too fast. Or the radio would mysteriously switch stations from the news channel to rock stations, hip-hop stations, and baseball games without anybody touching the dial. The teachers didn’t know what these strange things were all about, but they knew they only seemed to happen when Jack was around. So whenever there was a class trip, Jack was sentenced to stay home doing chores until the other students got back. Mrs. Theedwheck had prepared an endless list of tasks to give Jack, but she had to find him first.

All things considered, it wasn’t the worst thing in the world to miss a St. Barnaby’s field trip. It wasn’t like the students ever went to cool places like planetariums or museums with dinosaur bones or anything like that. As Jack hid in the library stacks, the other orphans were heading to the Mount Dismoor Maximum Security Prison. H. Ross Calhoun, the head disciplinarian at St. Barnaby’s, always planned trips like this to scare the children into behaving and to show them where they’d end up if they didn’t straighten up and fly right. Jack was glad to be missing this one. He was pretty sure that if he did go to the prison, Mrs. Theedwheck would have chores for him to do there, too. She’d volunteer him for everything from scrubbing iron bars on jail cells to helping train the guard dogs by giving them something to chase down and chew on.

Mrs. Theedwheck was also planning to get a look at the prison’s new electric fence and bring the old one back with her. The electric fence that currently lined the perimeter of St. Barnaby’s was practically an antique that shot sparks out when it rained. All the teachers agreed it was time for an upgrade, and even a hand-me-down prison fence was an improvement on the current state of affairs. Jack suspected that if Mrs. Theedwheck got him out to Mount Dismoor, she’d put him to work carrying sections of fence out to the bus in the pouring rain. That is, unless Rex and his buddies managed to stick him in a jail cell first. Either way, it would have been a pretty bad day, so he was quite happy to be right where he was, stowed away in the St. Barnaby’s library with a stack of old comic books.

A few years back, the comics had been left in the orphanage donations box along with some old toys and secondhand clothes. Comic books were pretty high on the list of banned items at St. Barnaby’s and were meant to be thrown out immediately. That’s what would have happened if Mrs. Theedwheck had taken care of it herself, but she hadn’t. She had told Jack to do it.

Jack remembered that day and how excited he’d been. The comics were like no books or magazines he’d ever seen. They were old issues with faded, torn pages, but to Jack they were bright, colorful, and crackling with energy. They had superpowered heroes, laser beams, and explosions. They had action-packed words like WHACK, KAPOW, and ARRRGHHH!!! Jack couldn’t bring himself to throw them away. He just couldn’t. Instead, he hid them in the stacks on the second floor of the St. Barnaby’s library, where hardly anyone ever went.

Almost all of the comics were missing covers, and quite a few were missing pages at the end. That didn’t bother Jack. He was a creative kid, perfectly happy to make up whatever endings suited him. Jack figured out his own ways for Captain Courage to defeat Doctor Destructo, or for Laser Girl to escape the Warrior Women of Planet 13. He drew them on notebook paper and stapled them into the comics. He came up with all kinds of wild ideas like Dimensional Doorways, Time Traps, Freeze Ray Reversers, and more.

Jack loved the comic book world. He felt at home there. He could imagine himself standing shoulder to shoulder with heroes and believe that there was something spectacular out there in the world, that amazing things could really happen. Jack would hide out up in the library with a stack of comics and a flashlight for hours at a time, completely forgetting the grim lessons of his teachers at St. Barnaby’s. Alone in that library, Jack learned new lessons. Lessons about justice, honor, and courage, about standing up for the little guy and doing what’s right. These were the hallmarks of a hero. These comics were Jack’s true teachers, and they never told him to grow up or stop dreaming.

Once Jack was absolutely sure that Mrs. Theedwheck was gone, he took the comics out of their hiding place. What was he going to read today? Jack had already read each comic at least a dozen times or more. It was all a matter of finding the right comic for his mood. He skimmed through the options. Chi, the supersensei ninja master, was taking on the evil Ronin assassins in the pages of ZenClan Warriors. Jack set that one aside—a definite possibility. The medieval adventures of barbarian kings were waiting for Jack in the pages of The Mighty Hovarth. Hovarth wasn’t really one of Jack’s favorites. Eventually, Jack settled on Unreal Tales #42 and the escapades of the space-faring hero called Prime. It was one of the rare comics in Jack’s collection with the cover still intact. The words ALONE AGAINST THE ROBO-ZOMBIES OF ASTEROID R! lit up the front page, right over a picture of Prime hopelessly outnumbered by an army of scrap-metal cyborg monsters. Jack settled himself into a comfortable position. He hadn’t read this one in a while.

Jack was halfway through the comic when he thought he heard someone in the library. He almost got up to take a look around, but he was at his favorite part of the story. Prime was in mortal peril, surrounded by Robo-Zombies and blasted with a direct hit from a Robo-Rust ray gun. The black eye of the Robo-Zombies started appearing on Prime’s face. Every Robo-Zombie had a dark line running around their right eye, with another line running down across their right cheek. Prime was turning into a Robo-Zombie himself! Would he be able to fight off the transformation? Would he become an evil Robo-Zombie bent on world domination?

Jack read on as Prime took a Robo-Zombie prisoner and blasted away from Asteroid R in a stolen starship. Over the next few pages, Prime pressed the zombie for a cure, but to no avail. The Robo-Zombie just laughed as a timer on its chest counted down. Jack turned the page to see a full-page picture of Prime’s ship exploding in space. Did Prime get out in time? There was no way to know. The final pages were missing, ripped out long ago.

Jack got out his notebook paper and started thinking about how the comic should end. Really, he should have been putting it away because of the noise he had heard. Someone might have been out there, maybe even a teacher, but Jack wasn’t thinking about that. He wasn’t thinking about the fact that he never actually heard the last school bus pull away for Mount Dismoor. He wasn’t thinking about the footsteps on the library’s second floor, inching ever closer. He wasn’t thinking about any of it until he was face-to-face with Rex Staples.

“Found him, Mrs. Theeeeedwheck!” Rex shouted back in the other direction.

“Ha!” the old bat shouted back.

Jack’s face fell. “Oh, great,” he groaned.

“Whoa,” Rex said, looking at all the comic books. “You’re in trouble now, Weirdo Face.”

“Don’t call me that,” Jack said, standing up.

“Who’s gonna stop me?” Rex asked, shoving Jack back down to the ground.

Rex stood over Jack and snickered. He had a pudgy face with freckles, spiky hair, and big teeth. He was the same age as Jack, but he was twice the size. At times like this, Jack really wished he had superpowers like the characters in his comics. Rex picked on him all the time. Calling him names, pushing him around, spilling coffee on his drawings . . . that’s right, Rex drank coffee. A twelve-year-old who drank coffee! He was a classic bully, but no matter what Rex did, somehow Jack was always the one who wound up in trouble.

“Good work, Rex!” Mrs. Theedwheck declared as she made her way through the stacks of books toward the two boys. “I knew you were up here, Jack, I just kn—oh my goodness! Are those comic books?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Jack replied in a sullen voice. What else could he say? He was caught red-handed.

“The comic books I told you to throw away?!” Mrs. Theedwheck let out a horrified gasp. “That was years ago!”

Jack just stood there looking guilty while Rex smiled on.

“This explains everything,” Mrs. Theedwheck said, still in shock. “Why you won’t behave, why you never listen . . . it’s these! These ridiculous magazines poisoning your brain with nonsense! Childish nonsense! This is why you’re always such a problem!”

“It’s why he’s always such a weirdo,” Rex added.

“At least I’m not a snitch,” Jack said to Rex, who immediately punched him in the shoulder. “Ow!” Jack yelled. “Mrs. Theedwheck, are you just going to let him hit me?”

“You deserved that,” Mrs. Theedwheck scolded. “Calling Rex names when he’s only being responsible,” she added, shaking her head. “Young man, when are you going to grow up?”

“Grow up?” Jack said. “I’m only twelve years old.”

“Well! When I was your age, I was much older than that!” Mrs. Theedwheck fired back. “Mr. Calhoun is going to hear about this, Jack. You can count on that. And as for all of these absurd comical books, this time we are going to throw them out. Rex, before you get back on the bus, I want you to put every one of these childish publications in the incinerator.”

“No!” Jack yelled, and the lights in the room suddenly grew brighter, before fading down to their regular levels.

“What in the world?” Mrs. Theedwheck wondered aloud.

“It’s Jack,” Rex said. “He’s messing with the lights!”

“What are you talking about?” Jack said. “I am not!” The lights grew incredibly bright again, then slowly returned to normal.

Mrs. Theedwheck went to the window and saw sparks coming off the electric fence. “Calm down, Rex, it’s just the rain shorting out our fence. It drains the power from the school’s generator. This won’t happen when we get the new one.”

“I’m telling you, it’s him, Mrs. Theedwheck. This kind of crazy stuff always happens with him,” Rex said. “Like with the bus breaking down, or that time Jack broke my calculator in the middle of a math test.”

“That was my calculator!” Jack replied. “You stole it from me! And I didn’t break it!” The lights intensified to their brightest setting yet.

“It’s him, Mrs. Theedwheck! He’s doing it! Make him stop!”

“I’m not doing anything!” Jack said, raising his voice for the last time, as the lightbulb above them surged with power until it blew out with a crash.

“Oh!” Mrs. Theedwheck screamed as broken glass rained down. “Jack, that’s enough! Whatever it is that you’re doing, stop it!”

“But I didn’t do anything! Mrs. Theedwheck, please don’t burn up my comics,” Jack pleaded. “I’ll do whatever you want. I’ll do chores all day. All week, even!”

“Oh, I know you will, but the comics are getting burned either way. Rex, gather up every last one and then get on the bus. Jack, you have chores to do, but first things first.” Mrs. Theedwheck took out her yardstick. Jack knew what would come next.

    *    *    *

    When Mrs. Theedwheck was through with him, Jack was pretty sure he wouldn’t be able to sit down for at least a week. That wasn’t the worst part of his punishment either. The worst was that there were so many comics that Rex couldn’t carry them all, and Jack had to help him take them down to the incinerator. He had to help burn up his own comic book collection in the furnace. Watching those books go into the fire was the absolute worst.

With the other kids finally off on their class trip, Jack was left alone in the basement, or what was currently the basement, bailing out water to stem the tide of the swamp. When he was younger, there used to be classrooms down there. Now the basement was surrendering to the marshlands, slowly sinking a little more each year.

Jack hated the creepy, slanted basement, with its floor tilted on an angle. The basement was nothing more than a long, thin, warped hallway. The high end of the tilt was dry and the low end was wet. Jack thought of the low end as the “deep end,” because all the way down at that end of the hall was a pool of water around a stairwell leading to the floor below, a floor completely submerged in swamp water.

The basement smelled of moisture, mold, and mildew. It was dark, too, since it wasn’t safe to use electricity on a floor that was almost halfway below swamp level. The only sunlight that crept through the windows was a combination of dim rays that either climbed above or dove below the swamp water outside. On a gray morning like this, there was almost no light at all, making the whole place look like a ghost school with empty desks scattered about each room, unsolved equations left on the chalkboard, and lonely art projects still taped to the walls.

Jack navigated the puddle-ridden basement in squishy shoes. Splish, splash. Splish, splash. He had a bucket to carry water from the deep end of the floor up to the shallow end. Back and forth, he made his way across the basement, up the tilted floor to the dry side, where he would climb a rickety wooden staircase that led to a window by the ceiling. Once he got there, he’d dump a bucket of green water outside and go back to do it again. He was supposed to keep going until the floor was dry. Splish, splash. Splish, splash. It was no use. Swamp water seeped in everywhere. It was a never-ending job.

One way or the other, Jack always ended up doing jobs like this as punishment for something. These days, it was usually punishment for something he did, in fact, do. There was a time when he used to keep his head down and try to follow the rules, but he found out that didn’t work at a place like St. Barnaby’s. Not for him, anyway. Even when he did what he was told and played the part of the model student, he always managed to get in trouble with the teachers for some new rule he had broken or was suspected of breaking. It was no wonder he started sidestepping the rules whenever he could, like hiding from Mrs. Theedwheck to dodge chores or stashing the comic books in the library. Sometimes it worked out and sometimes it didn’t. This time, it didn’t.

While he worked, Jack thought about what had happened with the lights in the library. He had to admit, weird stuff like that did happen a lot—like the calculator incident Rex was talking about. Jack remembered it well. It was the day of a big math test and Rex had forgotten his calculator, so he stole Jack’s. Jack was so mad, and then the calculator fried itself two minutes later. The look on Rex’s face at that moment was almost worth losing the calculator, but Jack didn’t have anything to do with it breaking. How could he have?

Jack’s ponderings were cut short just as he was emptying a pail of water out the window. He heard something behind him. Something way back on the deep side of the floor. A sound almost like bubbles. A sound like something was coming up from the water.

“Hello?” Jack called back from the window.

There was no answer.

Jack waited a minute, then tried to shake it off. “Probably just some air bubbles,” he told himself as he started back down the stairs. No big deal.

Then he heard the dripping. Heavy dripping, like water running off a person’s body onto the floor. Like a large person stepping out of a bathtub. Or a swamp.

“Hello?” Jack called out again, a little more scared this time. “Is anyone down there?”

The reply was footsteps—watery footsteps from all the way down on the dark side of the basement. . . .

Splish, splash. Splish, splash. Splish, splash.

There was no question about it. Somebody was definitely down there.

Jack walked with his pail to the flooded side of the basement. He stood at the doorway of a waterlogged classroom. “Who’s down here?” Jack called out with all the courage he could muster.

Again, he heard footsteps. Splish, splash. Splish, splash. The sound was coming from another room down the hall. Jack’s first thought was that Rex and his cronies were messing with him, but everyone was supposed to be out on the field trip. So, who was down there? Slowly and carefully, Jack walked after the footsteps, following the sound.

He was sure the noise was coming from a classroom down near the deep end of the hall. He followed the noise to another warped doorway and looked inside to find dead quiet and an empty room. He checked a few more rooms but found nothing each time. The footsteps were gone. Jack decided it was just his imagination. He filled his bucket with water and started back toward the rickety wooden staircase on the dry side of the floor.

A door shut behind him. Jack turned around with a jump and dropped his bucket. An old, creaky door dragging several inches of water with it had just closed itself at the end of the hall. This was not his imagination.

Most of the classrooms were connected by interior doorways, so Jack had no way of knowing which door had just mysteriously shut. He stared down the hall, looking for a clue. The dim light from the windows flickered ever so slightly off the surface of swirling water at the very end of the hallway. Something was down there. Jack picked up his bucket and started inching down the corridor into ankle-deep water. The closer he got, the better he could see the water churning about, like someone had just slipped beneath its surface. He reached the stairwell, the very place where the swamp was flooding in from below. A lone banister was all that remained to mark the location of the staircase. It reached out from the murky depths in a futile gesture to escape the swamp.

Jack sloshed through smelly water to the open doorway at the stairwell. It was a doorway to both the staircase below and the depths of the swamp.

Jack was scared enough to keep his distance but curious enough that he had to find out what was down there. If Jack had known what was lurking below the surface, he would have run the other way as fast as his feet would take him. That wouldn’t have mattered, though. It had followed him this far already. It had followed him across the swamp, up through the lower levels of St. Barnaby’s, and right up to the basement stairwell, where it could feel Jack’s presence. It was so close. Just on the other side of the water.

The time had come.

Jack was staring into his own blurry reflection in the murky water when the image was dispelled by a grabbing hand reaching to clutch at his wrist.

“AGGHH!” Jack yelped, backing away so fast that he tripped on his own feet. He hit the ground with a splash. The hand that had grabbed at him disappeared back below the water’s edge. What was that?

From the ground, Jack watched, trembling, as the rest of the thing emerged from the deep. It looked like a heap of scrap metal. It smelled of mildew and rust, a random collection of corroded metal plates. But it wasn’t random. Not really. Wires, nuts, and bolts were sticking out everywhere, and the rising pile of waste looked like garbage left over from the construction work that was always being done around St. Barnaby’s. That garbage was routinely dumped in the swamp, but this garbage was forming the shape of something.

The shifting mass lurched forward, out of the pool of water in the stairwell. Jack got a good look, and what he saw was impossible. The mass was dark gray everywhere except for a shining red light in the center of what was apparently becoming a person’s chest. A newly formed neck raised a newly formed head, and on that head an eye blinked open. An eye with a black mark running all the way around it and a dark line running down from its inside corner.

The creature was exactly like one of the aliens Jack had just read about in his comic books. He was looking at a Robo-Zombie. Jack shivered in place, letting out a stuttering burble of shock. Frozen with fear, his mind tried to tell him he was seeing things, that none of this was possible.

The Robo-Zombie opened its mouth to speak, and a mechanical noise poured out, screeching through the air like choppy analog ringtones and static:

“KSSCHHHHHHH-ANG-ANNG-ANNNG!!!!”

Jack screamed and threw his bucket at the mechanical beast. It was all he could think to do. The robot caught the bucket and crushed it in its left hand. It tossed the bucket away and slowly advanced on Jack.

Frantic, Jack scooted himself backward, still on the ground. The lights in the basement were coming on. Just like before, they were starting out low and gradually growing brighter. This was impossible, Jack thought. Then again, he was staring at a seven-foot robot that had just climbed out of the swamp, so what did impossible really mean? The light intensified. The Robo-Zombie noticed the lights as they reached their height of brightness and sparks shot out of the sockets. The power to the lights was supposed to be off because it wasn’t safe. As Jack cleared the pool of water by the stairwell, electric bolts shot up through the water, striking the robot. It cried out in pain.

Jack ran.

Sprinting down the long hallway to the staircase on the dry side, Jack was scared beyond belief. Behind him, he could see the robot down on one knee, looking up at him. Smoke rose off its frame. It looked angry. Getting up quickly, it charged at the doorway. Too wide to fit through the door, it broke through the wall on either side. It was coming for Jack, and it was picking up speed.

Jack had always wished he’d had superpowers. He’d go to bed hoping that he’d wake up with the ability to fly, turn into steel, or shoot ice rays from his hands. While flying was Jack’s first choice, anything would have been fine as the Robo-Zombie was coming after him. You don’t get picky when you have a monster robot chasing you down the hall. Jack reached the wooden staircase that led up to the window. He scampered up the rickety steps, tripping halfway to the top. He caught himself and turned to see the robot powering up in his run. It left the ground and flew right at him.

Jack just barely managed to squeeze himself out through the window at the ceiling, and took off running across the marsh. The robot barreled through the window behind him, taking chunks of the wall off as it charged out of the basement. The damaged section of the building’s foundation sludged into the swamp and the robot shot high into the air.

The Robo-Zombie circled around in the sky, looking for Jack. There was no real cover to be found in the marsh. It was an endless stretch of tall, colorless grass and weeds surrounding vast pools of cold, still water. The drab landscape was interrupted by a few trees and rocks planted here and there, with long, half-barren hedgerows winding in between. Everything was beige and tan. Everything looked dead.

With the robot up in the air, Jack knew he would be easily spotted running through the grass. In fact, any movement at all was sure to give away his position. Jack was scared to death but somehow managed to keep thinking straight. He stayed perfectly still and ducked down below the reeds.

A hundred or so feet away, the tall grass fluttered. The robot zeroed in on it immediately and swooped down from the sky. Diving like a torpedo, the robot hit the earth with a slam. Jack shook in his hiding place as a gaggle of ducks scattered off in a dozen directions, quacking up a storm.

The Robo-Zombie remained on the ground, swatting at the ducks. Jack ran. He ran hard with all the energy he had. All of it. Pure supercharged adrenaline and fear powered his legs as he ran blindly through the thin stalks of grass. The freezing water was past his ankles, but he ran as fast as he could and didn’t dare look back. He plowed ahead through the marsh, and then suddenly he slammed right into the electric fence.

Jack bounced back with a shock. The robot heard him. Jack looked across the marsh and locked eyes with the iron brute. It was coming for him.

Unable to climb the fence, Jack just kept running. It was still raining outside, and sparks flew off the electric fence as he ran alongside it. From behind him he heard two zaps from the electric fence and then a third, louder noise.

“Whoa!” Jack yelped as he ducked behind a tree. That last zap was no spark from the fence. Some kind of laser blast had just missed him! The robot was fast approaching. It was taking shots at him as it came. The first two blasts disappeared in the murky water to Jack’s left and right, and the third one struck the trunk of his tree, splintering it in two.

Jack kept running through bushes and weeds, trying to get away, but it was no use. The robot was closing in, screaming its static-filled battle cry and firing shot after shot from its wrist cannons.

Eventually, Jack cleared the swamp, exhausted and with no energy left to keep going. He reached a dead end, penned in by the electric fence at the edge of St. Barnaby’s property. There was nothing there but the orphanage’s power generator out back by an old shed. Jack hid in the shed, hoping to escape. It wasn’t happening. No sooner did he get into a good hiding place than the shed’s roof and walls were ripped off the ground. The robot threw them away and hovered menacingly over Jack. It trained its arm, ready to blast him into oblivion. Jack sat there shivering, wondering what he’d done to make a monster from his comic books come to life and try to kill him.

“What do you want?” Jack screamed at the monster. “Why are you after me?”

There was no answer, but the monster paused.

It was almost as if the iron beast that chased him all this way was now struggling with the thought of killing him. This came as no comfort to Jack. He was still terrified, and his heart bounced around in his chest like a racquetball. What he didn’t realize was that the faster his heart beat and the more scared he became, the faster the power generator across from him seemed to run. The generator was big enough to light the entire orphanage and power the electric fence. The robot was hovering right over it.

Jack stared up at the monster that was still deciding whether or not to finish him off. Knowing there was nowhere left to run, Jack could only hope that the monster had some kind of a conscience. As the robot primed its wrist cannons, Jack could see that the evil thing intended to complete its mission.

Meanwhile, the power generator below the robot was redlining. A mechanical whirr grew louder and louder, faster and faster, until first one bolt popped and then another and another. By the time the monster finally noticed that the machine below him was bursting at the seams, it was too late.

The explosion was incredible. It rose up in a ball of orange and black flames, a vigorous blast that engulfed the robot in a blazing conflagration. Within that blast thundered a second explosion that knocked Jack off his feet. It was like something out of an action movie that Jack wasn’t allowed to watch, or the comic books he wasn’t allowed to read. The heat from the flames blew into Jack with a draft of sizzling air. The smoke set Jack into a coughing fit, but he didn’t mind. He was actually pretty darn happy. The warm gust of air that hit his freezing body couldn’t have been more welcome if it had come from an oven filled with freshly baked chocolate-chip cookies.

When the smoke cleared, Jack still had no idea what had happened, but he could see the destruction was total. A huge, smoldering hole in the ground and some burned-out chunks of metal were all that remained of the power generator. It was a good thing St. Barnaby’s was getting a new electric fence for free, because the new generator they were going to need wouldn’t be cheap. And there were no identifiable pieces left of the robot that caused all this mess. The generator had blown up and taken all of the robot with it. Jack sat down in shock and waited in the rain for someone to come and yell at him.

He knew no one was going to believe this.



CHAPTER


2

The Emissary

H. Ross Calhoun was far too angry to even look at Jack. The head disciplinarian stood facing away from him, staring out his office window with his hands clasped behind his back. Jack could still see the smoke from the explosion on the horizon.

“Let me get this straight,” Calhoun began. “You didn’t destroy the power generator and cause thousands of dollars worth of damage . . . an evil robot that came out of the swamp in the basement did it. Do I have that right? That’s your story?”

Jack was sitting on the other side of an enormous oak desk. “It was a Robo-Zombie,” he replied meekly. “From Asteroid R.”

Calhoun sunk into his desk chair with a heavy sigh. He was a grim older man with a serious face, a crooked nose, and fiery black eyes. It was a known fact that he had only smiled four times in his entire life. This was not one of those times. Calhoun’s intense eyes were closed and he rubbed his temples. The whole ordeal gave him a headache.

“The situation is worse than I thought,” he said at last.

Jack didn’t want to know what Calhoun was planning to do with him. This was a man who had once petitioned the Board of Trustees to change the name of the orphanage to “St. Barnaby’s Ward for the Hopeless, Abandoned, Forgotten, and Lost,” simply because he thought the word “home” sounded too soft.

“Basically, what you’re telling me is that either you are a liar or you are, in fact, mentally ill,” Calhoun stated.

“Or I’m telling the truth,” Jack offered as an alternative.

“Mmm-hmm,” Calhoun said. “Criminally insane would be another option, I suppose. I can’t say I’m surprised. It’s your own fault that you’re delusional. Mrs. Theedwheck told me about the comic books.”

“What have comic books got to do with anything?” Jack asked.

“This,” Calhoun began, “is the exact reason I banned that type of subversive material in the first place. Robo-Zombies? Laser beams? Your brain has been bent by impertinent pulp. Clearly, you can no longer tell the difference between fantasy and reality.”

“I know the difference between fantasy and reality,” Jack replied a little too forcefully. He tried to dial it back to a more respectful tone. “Mr. Calhoun, please. That thing that came after me was real,” he stressed. “If you don’t believe me, you can look out in the swamp. It blasted a tree in two!”

Calhoun dismissed the idea with a wave of his hand. “Probably lightning.”

“Lightning?” Jack thought about that for a moment. “So, how do you know the power generator wasn’t blown up by lightning, then?” he asked.

“Don’t be ridiculous, Jack. Lightning never strikes twice.”

Jack thought that logic sounded even more illogical. “How do you know which bolt hit first?” he asked.

Calhoun frowned.

“Jack, I’m getting very tired of your constant need to point out things that don’t make sense. And, if it was lightning, you wouldn’t be here telling stories about flying robots,” he said. “Now, you’re going to tell me the truth about what happened out there, or I will have to assume you’ve suffered some kind of psychotic break.”

Jack felt trapped. It seemed the truth wasn’t getting him anywhere. He stuck to his story, adding, “You’re not even listening to me. You never listen. That’s the whole problem with this place.” Jack knew he was just digging himself into a deeper hole with Calhoun, but in his mind, whatever punishment the head disciplinarian had in store was inevitable. Nothing ever changed at St. Barnaby’s, but Jack at least felt a little bit better when he spoke up.

Calhoun issued a noise that was one part sigh, one part grumble. “Don’t you get tired of being sent to this office?” Calhoun asked. “Honestly, Jack, why can’t you just be more like the other children?”

Jack slumped down in his chair with a sad look. “I wish I knew,” he said.

“Young man, you’d better start thinking about your future,” Calhoun warned. He took out Jack’s permanent record. “I know your test scores showed your potential to be fairly limited, but if you don’t start living in the real world, you won’t even live up to that!”

“Please don’t bring up that P-MAP Test again,” Jack complained. It was a bad move. Calhoun revered standardized tests. He was already angry, and disrespecting his precious tests only made it worse.

“Jack Blank! That test happens to be the standard by which children’s futures are decided all over the world! Your contempt for this office and this institution are bad enough, but by God, you will respect the National Association of Tests and Limits!”

For Calhoun, standardized tests were beyond reproach. They made his life so much easier. They made it possible for him to discover everything worthwhile about a child without lifting a finger. When Calhoun put a Scantron sheet into a grading machine, he didn’t get a test score back, he got truth. Absolute truth. How smart a person was, how far they could go, what their life would amount to . . . it was all there in little black dots made with a number two pencil.

The most important test of all was the Potential Mapping Test, or P-MAP. It outlined the ideal career choice for any test taker, covering everything from astronaut to toilet brush cleaner. Jack’s test score didn’t exactly put him on the fast track.

“I don’t want to be a toilet brush cleaner!” Jack said with conviction.

“Nobody wants to be a toilet brush cleaner, Jack, but that’s all the P-MAP said you could handle. I don’t know what you want me to do about it.”

“I’ve never even heard of a toilet brush cleaner,” Jack argued. “Don’t people just go buy new brushes when they need them?”

“And simply throw out the old ones?” Calhoun scoffed. “How wasteful! Don’t you care about the environment?”

“Okay, then why can’t people just clean their own toilet brushes?”

“Don’t be disgusting,” Calhoun replied. “That kind of activity is best left to professionals like yourself.”

“But I don’t want to do that,” Jack protested. “Can’t I just figure out what I want to be by myself?”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Calhoun said, closing Jack’s file. “The P-MAP Test has already assigned you a job. Your future is what it is, and that is that. The sooner you accept that, the better off you’ll be. Like your friend Rex. He’s a perfect example.”

“Rex?” Jack asked. “Rex isn’t my friend; he beats me up every day.”

“Right, that’s the boy.” Calhoun smiled. “I believe his tests showed he would excel as hired muscle for some manner of criminal syndicate. Do you see him complaining? No, he’s embraced that career path. He’s taking to it like a duck to water.”

“And you think that’s a good thing?” Jack asked, baffled.

“I’ll allow that it’s not the proper way to make a living, but once a boy with Rex’s temperament gets his foot in the door of an organization like that . . . Well, you just know that he’s going to go straight to the top. That Rex is going to put St. Barnaby’s on the map!” Calhoun stated with pride. “Unlike yourself, who seems determined to blow us off of it.”

“I’m telling you, it was a—”

“A Robo-Zombie—yes, I know,” Calhoun said, rolling his eyes. “Jack, you leave me no choice. Either you’re lying or you’re mentally unbalanced. In either case, you’re a danger to everyone here, and I can’t give you any more chances. I’m drawing up papers to have you committed.”

“Committed?” Jack repeated. “Are you crazy?”

“This is what psychoanalysts refer to as transference. You’re the one who’s crazy. That’s why I’m sending you away.”

“I’m afraid I can’t allow that,” a voice called out from the door.

Calhoun looked up in surprise, and Jack spun around to see a man who had entered the office without knocking. But this was the type of man who didn’t need to knock. He had an air of flashy confidence that opened doors all by itself. He was a tall, handsome young man with short black hair who somehow managed to look both official and cool at the same time. In his jet-black suit and shiny tie he looked like he was equal parts Hollywood and secret agent. Jack had never seen him around St. Barnaby’s before.

“Who the devil are you?” Calhoun demanded.

“Agent Jason Knight,” he said, flashing a badge and quickly putting it away. “I’m with the government. Department of Departmental Affairs.”

“Who?” Calhoun replied. “The Department of what?”

“We heard about the incident here this morning,” Agent Knight continued, ignoring the question. “It’s a very serious matter. Very serious, indeed.”

Calhoun was taken aback by the stranger’s intrusion. “I’m aware of that,” he shot back. “I don’t know what you think you’re doing barging in here, but I can assure you that I have the situation well in hand. Now, what do you mean that you can’t allow—”

“I mean, I can’t allow you to send this boy to the loony bin,” Agent Knight interrupted. “He’s going to have to come with me. Go pack your bags, son,” he said to Jack.

“Don’t you move!” Calhoun ordered Jack. He came around the desk to face Agent Knight. “How dare you? You can’t just come in here unannounced and expect me to hand this boy over to . . . to the, ah . . . what agency did you say you were with?”

“Not an agency, a department,” Agent Knight corrected. “The Department of Departmental Affairs. We’re a Division of the Divisional Office.”

“A division of the what?”

“I’m trying to help you, sir. To protect your way of life. We’ve been watching this boy for a while now, and he’s been trouble for quite some time,” Agent Knight said firmly. It was an assertion that Calhoun heartily agreed with, Jack knew. “Well, now he’s causing explosions on American soil, and that means I have to deal with him before he threatens the security of our great nation.”

“Me?” Jack asked.

“Quiet, Jack,” Calhoun ordered. “That’s all well and good, Agent Knight, but I’ve never heard of—”

“Oh, you’ve never heard of us?” Agent Knight cut him off. “I’m sorry, I thought you were in charge here,” he continued in a patronizing tone. “My apologies, sir, you can go back to answering phones and processing forms. I don’t deal with deputies and number twos. Your superiors would know who I am. I should probably be speaking directly with the Board of Trustees.”

“No!” Calhoun said immediately. “No, I am in charge here, and of course I’ve heard of the Office of Divisional . . . Departments.” He adjusted his tie nervously. “I remember now, that’s not the point. The point is, there are rules for this kind of thing. Regulations! Paperwork! This boy’s not going anywhere until you tell me to what end, and for what purpose!”

Agent Knight sighed. “He’s being deported,” he reluctantly revealed.

For the fifth time in his life, H. Ross Calhoun smiled.

“Jack,” Calhoun said. “Go pack your bags.”

    *    *    *

    When Jack was finished packing up all his worldly possessions, a process that took less than ten minutes, Agent Knight wanted to inspect the blast site where the generator once stood. Calhoun insisted on coming along to make sure Jack did no further damage to school property.

“I don’t know what you’re looking for,” Calhoun said as Agent Knight sifted through the wreckage. “Any fool can plainly see that there’s nothing salvageable.”

“I’m sure you can plainly see that,” Agent Knight replied. “I, on the other hand, am looking for something a bit more out of the ordinary.”

“You mean, like a Robo-Zombie?” Jack asked.

“Hmmm . . . ,” Agent Knight said, staring down at a curiously high-tech piece of debris. Before Jack had a chance to say anything, Agent Knight smashed it to bits with his bare hand.

“Good Lord, man! What are you doing?” Calhoun demanded. Agent Knight ignored him as he continued around the area, taking anything that looked even remotely like Jack’s robot and pulverizing it completely.

“There we are!” Agent Knight finally announced, clapping the dust off his hands. “We’re through here.” He walked off without another word. A mortified Calhoun and a very confused Jack followed closely behind. They got back to the main gates just as the school bus was pulling in on its return from Mount Dismoor.

“That’s it, then, Mr. Calhoun,” Agent Knight said. “Thank you for your cooperation. With any luck, this boy will never see you again.”

“Don’t you mean, with any luck, I’ll never see him again?” Calhoun said.

Agent Knight smirked. “Right, that’s it. Sure.”

Mrs. Theedwheck and Rex stepped off the bus in time to see Jack getting into a very new, very expensive sports car with Agent Knight. “Hey! Where’s Weirdo Face going?” Rex asked.

“Yes, Mr. Calhoun! Where is Weirdo Face, er . . . Jack going?” Mrs. Theedwheck asked her superior.

Agent Knight spun his tires in the mud, splattering Rex, Mrs. Theedwheck, and Calhoun from head to toe. “He’s going somewhere far away from here,” he said, leaning out the car window. And with that, they were off. Jack absolutely loved the sight of his mud-covered teachers and bully. He didn’t know where he was headed, but he knew anywhere was better than St. Barnaby’s. From the look on Rex’s face, he knew it too.

“I’m not going to lie to you, Jack,” the agent said as they pulled out of the main parking lot and onto the highway. “I really enjoyed that.”

It didn’t take a master detective to see that there was something funny about Agent Jason Knight. A few things, actually. For example, when Agent Knight had flashed his badge back in Calhoun’s office, Jack had noticed that he’d spelled his name “Jazen.” That was a little odd. Also, when the agent had been breaking up the wreckage out by the power generator, he had seemed way stronger than any man his size had a right to be. But the strangest thing of all about Agent Jazen Knight was what he did when Jack told him about the comic book alien that had attacked him that morning.

The agent believed him.

Jazen listened to Jack’s entire story and didn’t question a thing. He didn’t call him a liar and he didn’t call him crazy. Instead, he told Jack that he’d showed courage. He said he was impressed with Jack. No one at St. Barnaby’s had ever said anything like that to Jack before. He certainly didn’t expect it from somebody who was supposedly there to kick him out of the country. As they drove away from St. Barnaby’s, Agent Knight dropped another bomb.

“I should probably tell you,” he began, “I’m not really an agent with the Department of Departmental Affairs. To be perfectly honest, there’s no such thing. I haven’t used that line in quite a while, but Mr. Calhoun back there seemed like the right type for it. Challenge his authority, and he’ll do anything to show you he’s the boss. People like that will buy any story. The more ridiculous it is, the fewer questions they ask.”

“So, I’m not really getting deported, then?” Jack asked.

“You are and you aren’t,” Jazen replied. “Trust me, Jack, this is the best thing that ever happened to you.”

When Jack had finished trying to process everything, he was still pretty much baffled. Finally, he asked the big questions: “What’s going on here? Who are you? Where are we going?”

Agent Knight smiled. “My name is Jazen Knight. I’m an emissary of a secret country. The place you come from, actually. I’m taking you home.”

“Home?” Jack asked. “You know where I’m from?”

“I’m pretty sure I do.”

“I thought I was born here in Jersey.”

Jazen shook his head. “I don’t think so. There’s only one place in the world where power like yours comes from. I’m taking you to the Imagine Nation.”

Jack looked back at Jazen like he was a few scoops short of a sundae. “The imagination?”
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