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PART 1
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GRANDMA’S GAME
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CHAPTER 1

PLAN DE GUERRE

[image: GRANDMA HAD ME RIGHT WHERE SHE WANTED ME–A HELPLESS PRISONER OF THE EMPIRE. NOW SHE WAS GOING TO USE ME IN HER SCHEME TO TAKE OVER THE GALAXY. MY PLAN DE GUERRE ... SHE’S GOING COMPLETELY CUCKOO. GUERRE MEANS “WAR”. GRANDMA LIKES TO USE FANCY FRENCH TERMS FOR EVERYTHING.]

[image: SHE HAD FLOODED THE EMPIRE WITH ADDICTIVE CONSUMER PRODUCTS THAT MADE EVERYBODY LAZY AND APATHETIC. SHE HAD USED THE PROFITS TO FUND REBEL ARMIES THROUGHOUT THE GALAXY. VIVE LA RÉVOLUTION THEN SHE HAD PUBLICY HUMILIATED THE EMPEROR TO UNDERMINE HIS AUTHORITY.]

[image: MEANWHILE, SHE’S BEEN USING THE PERFECT-O-SPECS TO IMPERSONATE THE EMPEROR'S MOST TRUSTED ADVISOR... STAR CHAMBERLAIN, THE CHIEF OF INTELLIGENCE. IN THIS DISGUISE, SHE WAS CONVINCING THE EMPEROR THAT HIS ALLIES WERE HIS ENEMIES AND HIS ENEMIES, HIS ALLE. SOON THE EMPEROR WOULD BEGIN DESTROYING EVERY PLANET HE SUSPECTED OF BETRAYAL... INCLUDING THE GUBBINSES' SOLAR SYSTEM ... AS WELL AS PLANET EARTH. WAIT, WHAT?! THE EMPEROR'S FORMER ALLIES WELL NOT TAKE THESE ATTACKS LYING DOWN. MANY SHALL STRIKE BACK AT HIM, CAUSING A HORRIBLE CIVIL WAR.]

[image: AND THA’S WHEN MY PEBELS SHALL ATTACK. FIRST THEY SHALL TAKE OVER THE PORT COMMAND. THE PORY COMMAND CONTROLLED THE GIANT CREATURES CALLED THE O-RA. THE O-RA CREATD THE PORTALS THAT MADE INTRAGALACTIC TRAVEL POSSIBLE. SOMEONE THE O-RA HAD BECOME FRIENDS WITH MY LIZARD, SQUEEP! BUT GRANDMA DIDN’T SEEM TO KNOW ABOUT THIS.]

[image: ONCE YOUR SISTER KAYLA BECOMES MY SECOND-IN-COMMAND, OUR FORCES WILL BE UNSTOPPABLE! OUR FAMILY SHALL WIN THE WAR, THEN RULE THE GALAXY FOR TEN THOUSAND YEARS!]


CHAPTER 2

THE KILLER INSTINCT

“Your plan is awful,” I said.

“My plan is flawless,” said Grandma.

“The Earth gets destroyed!” I said. “I’d call that a flaw.”

“I suppose you could devise a better military strategy?”

“Sure!” I said. “Take over the Port Command first. Then you’ll control the galaxy right now, without a war. Boom! Done! Easy!”

“Easy?” Grandma laughed. “The whole purpose of the war, Mr. Smart-Mouth, is to scatter the Empire’s fleet so it can’t defend the Port Command. It’s a brilliant ruse de guerre! And yes, some planets will perish. But you can’t make an omelet without breaking some—”

“The Earth isn’t an egg!” I yelled.

“No,” said Grandma, “it’s a polluted little dung heap. The people of Earth never appreciated our family. They treated us like criminals and freaks. Have you forgotten how they ridiculed you all your life, Happy Junior? Once I’ve made you a king, you’ll forget all about that nasty little planet. You’ll be a master of worlds, of star systems, beyond your wildest imaginings . . .”

As Grandma started into her old routine about how wonderful everything would be once our family ruled the galaxy, I glanced down at the tray of torture instruments between us.

A long black spike caught my eye.

[image: ]

I quickly looked back up at her, so she wouldn’t suspect what I was contemplating:

How many billions of lives would be saved if I killed Grandma right now?

My chest was strapped to the table, but my arms and hands were free.

“The next thirty hours are crucial . . . ,” she was saying.

But I couldn’t do it.

Grandma was stronger and faster than me. She knew all kinds of alien kung fu. She’d have broken my hand before it could even grab the weapon.

Instead, maybe I could bargain with her. What if I offered to cooperate with her plan in exchange for Earth’s survival?

“Okay,” I said. “So what do you need me to do?”

“The Emperor has condemned you to be tortured to death in the most painful way possible.”

“Oh,” I said. “Is that all?”

“Luckily for you, they know very little about humans here. I have devised a time-consuming method of ‘torture’ that will be most satisfying to the Emperor and only mildly unpleasant for you. But you must writhe around and scream as though in terrible agony.”

“While they do what? Tickle me or something?”

“We will chain you to the bottom of a large empty tank, which will then be fitted beneath the Emperor’s personal commode.”

“Commode?” I said. “You mean his toilet?!”

“Exactly.”

“You’re going to lock me in a tank under the Emperor’s toilet?!”
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“It’s not as bad as it sounds,” said Grandma. “Their waste isn’t like ours. They don’t go number one and number two.”

“What do they go?”

“It’s more like . . . ​letter A and letter B. And the commode will only ever be used by the Emperor himself . . . and his wife and their thirty children.”

“Thirty?!”

“Look, don’t worry about the children. They only really use it for letter A . . . and sometimes letter K.”

“How many letters are there?” I cried.

“You won’t be in the tank long enough to find out. Only twenty-four hours. Maximum. But you must scream the whole time, as though in horrible agony. Can you promise me that?”

I took a deep breath.

“On one condition,” I said. “I want Earth to survive your war. Swear to that, and I’ll do whatever you say. Otherwise, I’m out.”

As Grandma considered this, she stared off for a moment. Her eyes changed. Her pupils got smaller, as though she were looking out of this dark room and into a brighter place.

“You’re far too tenderhearted, Happy Junior,” she said. “It’s a real weakness. Planet Earth is beyond saving, I’m afraid. But, if you cooperate, we might be able to save one particular earthling. Someone you’re fond of. Perhaps your little friend Nevada Everly?”

“What?” I breathed.

Grandma watched me, searching my face for something.

“Yes,” she said, smiling. “I believe you would do just about anything to save her life. And it happens that your sister Eliza is about to encounter Miss Everly on Earth. ...​ I’ll make the necessary arrangements.”

Grandma lifted her right hand, upon which she wore a silver Ouroboros ring—just like the one Eliza had been wearing and talking to back on Earth.

“Eliza,” she spoke to the ring. “It’s your grandmother.”

The ruby eyes of the ring lit up as Eliza responded through her own serpent ring.
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I couldn’t hear Eliza, but Grandma somehow could.

“Yes, yes,” said Grandma. “You let me worry about that. Have you located the Everly girl?”

The ring’s eyes glowed red. Grandma smiled.

“Good,” said Grandma. “But there’s been a slight change of plan. You will still approach Miss Everly, as we discussed. You will still knock her unconscious and take the silver compact from her purse. Then wait for me to contact you. In one hour, I shall tell you the girl’s fate.”

The ring’s eyes glowed.

“Do not question me, child!” she said. “One hour.”

Grandma lowered the ring and stared down at me.

“You better not . . .” I gasped, struggling to breathe. “You better not hurt her.”

“Miss Everly’s life is now entirely in your hands,” said Grandma. “Shall she die with the Earth or live with the family?”

“Let her live,” I whispered.

“And just like that you’re defeated.” Grandma laughed. “Over one life. Such weakness! You lack the killer instinct, Happy Junior. How shall you ever be a king?”

“You’re not making me a king. You’re locking me in a poo tank.”

She lifted the Perfect-O-Specs from where they lay among the knives, scalpels, and spikes.

“We all must make sacrifices,” she said, fitting the Specs onto her face. “Your experience will not be nearly as bad as what I endure in this grotesque disguise.”

As Grandma’s left hand rose to flick the switch on her Specs, I realized she was about to make a fatal mistake.

I knew, from firsthand experience, that during her transformation she would become disembodied and powerless for a few seconds.

And she was standing close enough for me to strike!

Grandma flicked the switch on the side of the Specs.

I grabbed the long black spike from the tray.

Raising it up as high as I could, I pulled back and aimed the point of the weapon straight at her heart.
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CHAPTER 3

SO DID I DO IT?

No. I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t impale my own grandmother.

My hand refused to obey orders. It stopped midway, with the tip of the spike still several inches from her body.

I watched helplessly as she started to transform. The shape of Star Chamberlain’s hood appeared as Grandma’s own cloak faded.

Setting the spike back on the tray, I caught a glimpse of her morphing right hand.

The silver ring faded, along with the cuff of Grandma’s sleeve.

Quick as lightning, I reached out and pulled the ghostly shape of the ring down the elongating finger.

What popped loose from the fingernail was barely anything at all. In my palm, it looked like one of those floating spots your eyes sometimes make after staring into bright light. But then the silver serpent reappeared as the ring grew heavier and more opaque.

Without thinking, I tossed it into my mouth. My tongue slid the ring between my gum and cheek.
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I looked up at Grandma’s face, which wasn’t hers anymore, but that of the gruesome official called Star Chamberlain. Her head now resembled the abdomen of an enormous insect or scorpion. The two strange appendages atop her head started flexing their claws.

Her scabby eyes blinked down at me.

Had she seen me take it?

Even if she hadn’t, I felt sure she would somehow be able to sense that the ring was gone.

Star Chamberlain’s long fingers removed the Specs from what, for lack of a better word, I’ll call her face, and lowered them back down to their place among the knives and scalpels. Despite her hideous form, I recognized something of Grandma in the monster’s movements and gestures.

She gathered the instruments and placed them in the pocket of her cloak.

Then, glaring down at me, she pointed a long, crooked finger.

“Well?” she said, in a voice that sounded like a swarm of angry hornets.

“Well what?” I said.

“You’ve just been tortured for three hours,” said the swarm voice. “Let’s see some agony.”

I nodded. Then I started to writhe and moan.

“Unconvincing!” said the swarm-voice of Grandma. “You look like a soccer player faking an injury.”

“Yeah?” I said. “Well, you’ve never looked better.”

The skin around her mouth parted like curtains to reveal a fanged smile.

“Show me plausible pain, Happy Junior,” said the swarm-voice. “Or shall I inflict real pain upon you?”

I started moaning and writhing again, but this time I really put my heart into it.

“Fine,” said the swarm-voice. “I suppose that will have to do.”

Turning, she lumbered toward the darkness at the edge of the room.

She reached out her long spindly hand and clutched hold of Star Chamberlain’s staff, which had been leaning against the wall. It looked like a giant cheese slicer.
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A door whooshed open. White light poured in, exposing her face in all its nauseating glory.

After she passed from view, her long, crooked shadow remained on the floor until the door whooshed shut.

Whatever I was going to do, I had to do it fast. The instant Grandma realized the ring was gone, she’d come flying back to murder me.

I needed to throw a monkey wrench into her plan right now, to sabotage her war immediately, before it could even begin.

I fished her ring out from between my cheek and gum.

Just looking at it gave me a shiver. The last thing I wanted to do was put it on my own finger. So I held it up to my mouth and tried to talk through it, as if the serpent’s head were a microphone.

“Eliza,” I said. “Come in, Eliza. Eliza . . . ​Eliza, come in!”

Nothing happened.

I wondered if it only worked with one particular voice.

So I tried to activate it by doing my famous impression of Grandma.

“How dare you!” I said to the ring. “Fool, child! . . . ​ Such blithering incompetence! . . . ​My patience is at an end!”

Nothing.

I’d have to put it on my own finger. I hated to do this. I sensed something dark and powerful in that silver serpent. Something evil . . .
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But this was no time to be afraid of jewelry. There was too much at stake.

So I slid the ring onto the third finger of my right hand.

Everything changed at once.
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CHAPTER 4

RED LIGHTNING

Suddenly I was free—no longer in the Blood Room or even on the Imperial Planet anymore.

I was back in my own hometown, walking on Earth grass and breathing Earth air—a gentle breeze that smelled of pine needles.
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It all felt too good to be true . . . because it was.

Only a small part of my mind was back on Earth. The rest of me still lay strapped to the table in the Blood Room.

The ring had somehow linked my perceptions to Eliza’s mind. I had double vision, double hearing, double thinking, double feeling.

I knew from the way the birds chirped that it was morning on Earth.

Eliza felt deeply afraid.

Eliza? I thought silently. It’s Hap. Your brother . . . I can hear your thoughts, Eliza. Can you hear mine?

She couldn’t.

Grandma had probably set it up this way to spy on her—to eavesdrop on Eliza’s thinking.

Now I tried to do the same. But I had never read anyone’s mind before.

It wasn’t easy.

Eliza seldom thought in words. It was more like a whirling jumble of images, intuitions, and fragments of memories, plans, and hopes.

Eliza’s mental hurricane spun around a clear central feeling of terror.

What was she so afraid of?

The ring, that cold serpent gripping her finger, along with a bunch of fragmentary ideas: Grandma’s enraged face. Her own arm rising. Silver sparkling in black pupils.
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The word “flamenco.” Red lightning. Clenched white teeth. Two flickering strobe lights . . .

Eliza wished she could just take the ring off and let it fall into the grass.

Then she would run home, get into her bed, and go to sleep.

She told herself she could sleep soon, but first she had to do the bad thing one more time.

When the girl came out of her house, Eliza would follow her down Christopher Street, to the shady place near the ravine.

Eliza would say, “Excuse me, Nevada Everly? I have a message for you from Happy Conklin.”

Then, after doing the bad thing again, she would take the silver compact from the girl’s purse.

Grandma said the bad thing didn’t hurt them, but it sure looked painful.

Eliza longed to be free of the ring.

Maybe if she only took it off for a minute . . .

But Grandma would know. She always knew.

How did Grandma always know everything?

Because she’s reading your mind, you dope! I thought.

Eliza looked up from the ring on her finger to the girl’s house across the street. At the same instant, back in the Blood Room, I heard a whoosh!

Light poured in.

A long, crooked shadow streaked the floor.

I stuck my finger into my mouth and pulled the ring off with my teeth.

FFFUT! The connection to Eliza’s mind turned off like a TV.

I could not let Grandma have the ring back, no matter what.

But what was I going to do, swallow it?


CHAPTER 5

THE GUARDS

My mouth and throat were way too dry to swallow the ring, which was lucky, because it wasn’t even Grandma coming into the room.

The shadow on the floor divided as the two enormous guards entered.

My tongue slid the ring into the corner of my mouth.

I started to moan and writhe upon the table as the guards approached.

I had named these two big monsters Nutrageous and Gummy Bear, because the candy nicknames made them less scary . . . sometimes.

Other times, I made the mistake of looking at their claws or their fangs, or smelling their body odor, which a deep part of my brain recognized as the smell of hungry predators who might mistake me for candy.

The strong whiff I got off the monsters now, as they undid my restraints, triggered a primal need to scream. But I held it back until they lifted me off the table. I figured that was when a real torture victim would cry out.

Screaming felt great. I’d been dying to let one rip all day.

I yelled, screeched, and howled as they carried me out of the Blood Room.

At one point I shrieked so hard that Grandma’s ring nearly went flying out of my mouth.

After that I stuck to moaning.

As they carried me down the white corridor, I strained to think of a plan.
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Stopping Grandma’s war was all that mattered now.

If I could accomplish that, I wouldn’t care what they did to me afterward. Then let them torture me, or feed me to Nutrageous and Gummy Bear, or drown me in a whole alphabet of alien doodie.

I felt I could die with a smile on my face if Grandma was thwarted.

But how?

I tried to recall everything that I had learned while wearing the ring, but it was like a half-remembered dream.

The harder I worked to understand, the less sense it all made.

A thin residue of Eliza’s thoughts still clung to my mind like a film of soap bubbles. But these were just little blobs of gibberish: Eliza lifting her hand, silver sparking in someone’s eyes, “flamenco,” red lightning, strobe lights . . .

What was she doing, going to a dance club?

If I got another chance to use the ring, I couldn’t waste it puzzling over the fragments of Eliza’s imagination. I needed to act! There had to be one right move I could make to change the course of the future . . .

I wished Kayla were here.

She and her imaginary bee, Alphonso, would see all the possible futures.

They could discern a pathway to success.

I decided that since only Kayla could find the best possible plan, my best possible plan was to find her.

If I could convince Eliza to give Kayla the ring (or trick her into giving it to her), then Kayla could “attach” to me through my voice. Once she saw what was happening here, across the galaxy, she would know how to stop the war.

So, how to get Eliza to give Kayla the ring?

I had an advantage there. I’d be able to hear Eliza’s thoughts without her knowing. That was how Grandma controlled her. She’d been manipulating Eliza for years, long before the ring, by promising to make her a princess.

Okay, so I needed to think like Grandma . . .

Yuck.


CHAPTER 6

THE LOOKOUT

As the guards carried me along the white corridor, we passed all sorts of big bizarre monsters.

Paramilitary monsters in battle armor.

Bureaucratic-type monsters carrying stacks of files and briefcases.

Every one wore a blue identification badge.

Many stopped to gawk at me, since I was probably the most famous prisoner in the entire galaxy.

Then, in an empty section of the white hall, the guards halted.

Nutrageous pressed his big, triple-clawed “hand” flat against the wall.

Whoosh! a door opened.

The guards carried me back into my old cell.

The door whooshed automatically shut behind us.

Ack Gubbins sat at the far end of the room with his back to the wall. Even seated, he was taller than either Nutrageous or Gummy Bear.

Ack’s eyes were closed, but he wasn’t asleep. When Gubbinses slept, pastel blotches rolled across their whole body, but Ack’s skin was pigeon gray—the color of dread.

The guards set me down on the floor.

Despite their stink, I now also smelled something wonderful.

At my feet, upon a tray, sat a plate of food and a cup of clear liquid.

I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had anything to eat or drink.

I wanted to fall upon it like a starved wolf, but first I had to get as far away from the guards as possible, and not just because of their smell. I also wanted to use the ring without them seeing.
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Miming intense pain, I picked up the tray and limped across the cell. All the while, my mind rehearsed what to say to Eliza.

I sat down on the floor at the far end of the room, with my back to the guards. Then, fishing the ring out of my mouth, I hid it in my left fist while my right hand lifted the cup.

I sipped cautiously at first, then guzzled.

It was water—cold, slightly metallic from the cup, but wonderful.

The food object looked like an enormous pressed panini sandwich.

I tried a nibble. Delicious. I took a big bite and chewed.

It tasted a little like roast pork, though for all I knew it was alien baboon butt. I didn’t care.

As I chomped, Ack scooted over to sit near me. He now wore one of those blue cards around his neck, like the creatures out in the hall.

I was about to tell him to buzz off when I realized he might be useful as a lookout . . . if I could trust him.

His new ID badge made me suspicious.

“Ack, hello, Happy Conklin.”

“Hello, Gubbins,” I said. “Hey, what’s that around your neck? You didn’t have that thing before.”

“Ack, my blue pass,” he said. “It, ack, means I may leave this, ack, place.”

“Then what are you still doing here?” I asked, gnawing panini.
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“I told them, ack, that the law of the Gubbins requires, ack, that I make our customary goodbye to you, Happy, ack, Conklin.”

I mulled this over as I chewed.

“Hmm,” I said. “Then they must not know your culture very well. You guys don’t have any ‘customary goodbye’ law.”

“Shh,” hissed Gubbins, taking a furtive glance toward the guards.

Then he whispered, “There’s been talk of war, ack, and betrayal. Ack. And suspicion . . . ​even of Gubbins! We thought these only, ack, rumors. But now I see the skies outside filling with Obliterator, ack, ships. Fleets and fleets of Obliterators, ACK! What is, ack, happening? Where will they make war? Is Gubbins, ack, safe, Happy Conklin?”

If I told him the truth, that the Emperor was about to blast his entire star system into its component atoms, he’d probably go berserk.

That would draw the guards over.

“Okay look,” I said. “I do have information for you. But I can’t say what it is until you do something for me first.”

Gubbins went white with fear.

“What, ack?”

“Nothing big,” I said. “I just need you to keep a lookout for a second.”

“Keep, ack, a what?”

“A lookout,” I said. “Watch the guards. Tell me if they start to come over here. It will only take a minute. Can you do that?”

“Ack, yes. I can do, ack.”

“Good,” I said, readying the ring between my left thumb and index finger. “Because I can’t wait any longer.”

While lifting the panini to my mouth, I slipped the ring onto the third finger of my right hand.

The sunlight of Planet Earth filled my mind.

Eliza remained in the same spot, watching the house across the street.

Clearing my throat, I spoke to the ring in a voice not my own.

“Eliza,” I said, “this is your grandmother.”

[image: ]


CHAPTER 7

A PANICKING DUCK

“Grandma!” said Eliza, tensing with alarm. “Has it been an hour? I haven’t used the ring on the girl yet. I am outside her house though . . .”

This gave me pause, but I forced myself to stay focused on the plan.

“As soon as she comes out,” said Eliza, “I’ll follow her and—”

“Silence, child.” I purred like Grandma. “Disregard those old stratagems. For everything has changed!”

“What?” she said.

“We have won, Eliza! The great victory is ours, and far sooner than expected. I shall return to Earth presently, where you shall take your rightful place at my side.”

Eliza gasped. “Here?” she said. “You’re coming here? When? How?”

“In one hour,” I said, “I shall emerge into the Solarium of Conklin Manor, to reclaim what is properly ours. Join me thither.”

I cringed. “Thither”? I hoped that meant what I thought it meant.

“Conklin Manor?!” said Eliza.

“Join me . . . ​thence. That is, unless you’re not ready for your new kingdom, Princess Eliza? Are you prepared? Are you equal to your destiny?”

“Yes!” shrieked Eliza. “Yes, I’m ready! I am so ready!”

“Excellent,” I said. “There’s only one small task you must do first.”

“Yes. Anything. What is it?”

“Find Kayla,” I said, “and give her the ring.”

Eliza went quiet. I felt a wave of confusion pass through her.

“Kayla?” she said. “But I can’t. You know I can’t. She’s already gone.”

“Gone where?” I said, before I could stop myself.

Now came a wave of suspicion.

“Kayla’s already in the Doorganizer,” said Eliza. “She went in with Alice to rescue Hap. You know that, Grandma. It was part of your plan.”

“Of course I know that!” I said, while yelling swear words in my mind.

This was extremely bad.

“So how can I give her the ring?” said Eliza. “If she’s not even on Earth anymore?”

“How can you give her the ring?” I said, trying to think. “It’s so obvious. Must I explain everything to you?”

“I . . . uh,” said Eliza. “I don’t understand.”

“Look, it’s very simple . . . ,” I said. Here I was interrupted by the strangest sound. It was like . . . ​a panicking duck.

Somewhere very far from where Eliza stood on Christopher Street, something kept going, “Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack! Ack!”

“Um, hold on, Eliza dearest,” I said. “I’m . . . getting another call.”

“What?” she yelled.

Refocusing back to my cell, I saw that Ack Gubbins had turned as white as Elmer’s glue.

He gestured wildly with all four arms at something behind me.

Before I could turn around to look, an enormous clawed paw wrapped around the back of my neck.

Gummy Bear yanked me six feet into the air.

My panini went flying. I tried to cover the ring with my left hand.

“Grandma?” Eliza kept saying in my head. “Grandma, are you there?”

Nutrageous’s triple-claw wrapped around my ankle.

He pulled, and I stretched out between the two guards like a wishbone they meant to snap.
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Nutrageous bellowed, pointing at the hand I was trying to cover.

Gummy Bear reached down and clamped hold of my right wrist.

He pulled my hand up toward his face.

When Gummy Bear saw the ring, his fanged mouth fell open.

The ring’s reflection sparkled in the enormous pupils behind his visor.

Silver sparkling in black pupils . . . “Flamenco.”

With my mind reconnected to Eliza’s, that gibberish sort of made sense.

Gummy Bear growled something down at me.

I yelled back, “Flamenco!”

From the ring on my finger, two bolts of red lightning snaked up into Gummy Bear’s eyes, smashing his visor. His fangs clenched.

His eyeballs flashed like strobe lights as he keeled over sideways.

I went swinging through the air by my ankle. Looking up, I saw Nutrageous raising his other arm to slice me in three pieces.
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“Flamenco!” I yelled, pointing my fist at him.

Two long red cracks of electricity connected the ring to his eyes.

Then the floor collided with the back of my head.

Nutrageous collapsed beside me, wafting a smell of singed fur.

I rolled to my feet and aimed my fist around, ready to say “Flamenco!” at anything that moved.

“Grandma?” repeated the voice in my head. “Grandma, what’s going on?”

I looked down at the three enormous creatures who lay unconscious on the floor. Gubbins’s eyes were the only ones not flashing like strobe lights.

Pastel blotches rolled across his skin.

He had fainted.

“Grandma?” the voice in my head kept saying. “Grandma!”


CHAPTER 8

CHESSBOARD

“Are you there, Grandma?”

“I’m here, Eliza,” I purred into the ring.

“What’s going on?” she said. “What are you doing?”

I refocused back to Earth. Eliza’s thoughts were a hurricane of bewilderment and suspicion.

I needed to put the fear of Grandma back into her fast.

Across the street from where she stood, the front door of a white-and-brown house opened.

“Grandma!” said Eliza. “Why are you . . . ​You’re not making sense!”

“How dare you!” I growled into the ring. “Silence, fool child! My patience is at an end!”

“Sorry,” she said. “But I can’t give Kayla the ring if—”

“How shall you ever become a princess?” I said. “If you are too dense to see what you must do next . . . ​I suppose I must explain it . . .”

“Yes,” said Eliza. “Just tell me what to do.”

“Very well,” I said, trying to think. “Tell you what to do . . . I shall . . .”

Across the street, Nev Everly walked down her front porch steps.

“The Everly girl,” I said. “She has the compact. Follow the Everly girl. . . . ​Approach her, just as we discussed. But then do not say Flamen—do not say that word.”

“No?” said Eliza.

“Instead . . . ​give her the ring. Say it’s from Happy Conklin. Tell her which finger to put it on. Then leave the rest to me.”

“Give her the ring?!” scoffed Eliza.

Saying “Happy Conklin” had summoned my face into her mind.

“Yes! Then meet me at Conklin Manor.”

The image of my face lingered in Eliza’s suspicions.

She seemed on the verge of remembering how her brother could imitate Grandma’s voice and putting it all together.

“But wait,” said Eliza. “How will she get the ring to Kayla? And why—”

“You let me worry about that!” I said. “Just give her the ring and hurry to Conklin Manor!”

I needed to end this now, before she figured everything out.

“But why—” said Eliza.

“Now I must go! I’ ll see you in less than an hour. Over and out!”

“Over and out?” thought Eliza, still visualizing my face. “Over and out?!”

I felt a realization about to dawn in her mind.

But before I could watch it happen, Eliza reached down and pulled the ring off her finger.

FFFUT!

My connection to Earth vanished.

I sighed.

Well, so much for that plan.

If Kayla was in the Doorganizer, she’d be beyond my reach anyway.

Eliza had said she’d gone in to rescue me and . . . ​that this was part of Grandma’s plan.

I had been bait.

It all made a sickening sort of sense now.

Grandma needed Kayla’s help to win the war, but if she brought her in too early, Kayla would prevent the war.

So keep her on ice in the Doorganizer, where her powers didn’t work.

It was like holding back your queen in chess until you’ve developed the board a little. Once the Emperor had destroyed Earth, it would be Conklins vs. the Galaxy. Then of course Kayla would take Grandma’s side.
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So . . . ​if Kayla had gone into the Doorganizer with Alice, they’d probably used Squeep! as a portal. Did Grandma control him too?

Was Squeep! another piece on her chessboard?

No way, I thought.

But, then again, I shouldn’t underestimate Grandma.

So far she had played her game perfectly . . . almost.

I had stolen her ring.

I needed to make that the worst mistake of her life.

I aimed my right fist at the door-section of the wall and got ready to lightning blast whatever unspeakable creature might—­

“A cow!” someone yelled behind me. “A cow!”

I spun around, pointing the ring.

Gubbins raised all four of his arms into the air.

“Ack, how—” he said. “Ack, how did you get that in here?”

“The ring?” I said. “I snuck it in. I hid it in my mouth.”

“Ack! That’s a port key,” he said.

“Is that what it is?” I said. “A port key? What else can it do?”

“I didn’t, ack, know it could do that!” said Gubbins, pointing down at the guards, whose eyes still flashed like strobe lights. “Ack, are they dead?”

“No,” I said, “they’re just out.”

“Well, kill them, ack!” he yelled. “Before, ack, they awaken and kill us!”

“Tell me about the port key,” I said. “What’s it for?”

“Ack, it’s what the Port Masters, ack, wear. It’s some kind of commun-ACK-ator.”

Something on Nutrageous’s belt made a squawking sound.

Then one of Gummy’s devices started squawking too.

“Ack, now others will come,” said Gubbins, “and we’ll both die together, Happy, ack, Conklin. They’ll kill me just for, ack, being here.”

His skin turned the rotten-banana colors of resignation.

“Listen, Gubbins!” I said. “This is about more than just us. You saw the war starting out there. All those fleets of Obliterators? They’re going to go through the Ports, to places all over the galaxy. They’re going to blow up your planet, your solar system, and half your star cluster.”

“NO!” moaned Gubbins. “The Emperor would never, ACK! Gubbins is the most loyal, ACK!”

“The Emperor’s gone mad,” I said, “and he’s getting terrible advice.”

Gubbins held his head in his hands.

“Such were the, ack, rumors,” he whimpered. “Gubbins, ack, did not want to believe. But, ack, it must be so . . . I saw the Obliterators, ack!”

“I’m going to stop it,” I said. “If can get to the Ports, I think maybe I can close them. So the Obliterators can’t go through.”

“Ack, close the Ports?!” he said. “How?”

“Well,” I said, holding up the ring on my hand. “I got this.”

“Ack, that’s one port key. There are, ack, millions.”

“Okay, but I also sort of . . . ​know the Ports. The O-ra. Like personally. They’re friends with a really good friend of mine.”

Gubbins’s skin became a confusion of colors and patterns, like a TV screen tuning between channels.

Then his eyes popped open.

His gigantic body glowed bright yellow.

“Your lizard!” he said.

“Yes,” I said. “Good. You remember Squeep!”

“He’s, ack, like the O-ra. An ack-ack-extra-dimensional being. But not, ack, enslaved to the Emperor.”

“Yes,” I said. “Squeep!’s been trying to explain all this to me, only I didn’t realize . . . ​Wait, the big lizards are slaves?”

Ack Gubbins rose to his full height. His head nearly touched the ceiling. Then his skin turned a medley of indescribable colors, which I had seen somewhere once before, though I couldn’t quite remember where.

“Ack, we must go at once,” he said, stepping toward me.

“Yes, good!” I said, pointing down at Nutrageous. “We can use his hand to open the door. After that, we’ll have to fight our way out.”

Gubbins laughed, stepping closer.

“Ack, fight our way out? Of, ack, a military base? Ack, no. I must, ack, sneak you out.”

“Sneak me out? How?”

“The same way you, ack, snuck the ring in,” he said, reaching down.

“What? Wait! NO!” I screamed as Gubbins hoisted me up and into the yawning cave of his mouth. “No! Ack, no!”

Landing on his tongue, I rolled to my feet just as the roof of his mouth collapsed on my head.

His teeth clicked shut.

“ACK, NO!” I screamed, into his echoing darkness.
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CHAPTER 9

AN INSIDE JOB

I nearly broke my knuckles punching the inside of Ack’s mouth before I realized how stupid that was. As a Gubbins, even his soft palate was as hard as stone.

But I had to get out of there somehow before I suffocated.

His mouth was as hot and dank as a tropical swamp. It reeked like a bucket of dirty bleach water.

Any moment now, I would pass out from the toxic fumes.

Just as I started to swoon, Gubbins mercifully cracked open the far-right corner of his lip and sucked in a cool jet of fresh air.

It was wonderful, though all too brief.

As I repositioned to take full advantage of his next inhalation, I recalled where I had seen his strange new colors before. Ack Gubbins’s skin had taken on the appearance of the terrain of his home planet, as though he’d put on a pair of military fatigues.
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It didn’t camouflage him at all in his current environment. No, this was what my dad would have called a “vestigial instinct.” I had triggered Gubbins into some sort of primitive battle mode by telling him about the imminent destruction of his planet.

I held my breath, waiting for him to breathe.

I could see nothing but blackness and hear only the echoing bass—thump-thump, thump-thump—of Ack Gubbins’s heart.

When the crack at the corner of his mouth finally reopened, I noticed that he had gotten us out of the cell and was now waddling down the white corridor—just one more weirdo with a blue pass around his neck.
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As his inhalation blew across my body, I felt burning pains, and not just on my knuckles, but everywhere my bare skin had touched the inside of Gubbins’s mouth.

His saliva, I realized, was toxically acidic.

I crouched up on my sneakers and lowered my head down as far as I could from the roof of his mouth. Oh no . . . my hair and scalp had been touching it!

Oh please, God, I prayed, I can’t be a bald boy with a beard!

Then an even scarier thought: What would happen when he went “ack”?

Was that an acid reflux thing?

If so, whatever came up from his esophagus would probably dissolve me like a SweeTART.

As I grew more and more frightened, a light appeared in the darkness.

I looked around to see where his mouth had opened, but it hadn’t.

This was sunlight. Earth light. Had Eliza put the ring back on?

I refocused my mind.

No, it was someone else. This individual was looking at Eliza, who hurried away down the part of Christopher Street that ran along the ravine.

“What a strange person,” thought Nev Everly. Too many freaky things like this had been happening lately.

As Nev turned away, her mind repeated what the weird girl had said:

“This is from Happy Conklin. Put it on the ring finger of your right hand.”

Then the girl just turned and jogged off.

Huh?

Happy Conklin was the boy who had disappeared yesterday—vanished before her eyes in music class. And now he was giving her . . . this?

Nev looked down at it. The ugly silver snake, greedily hugging her finger, glared back with blood-red eyes.

Gross.

Was it a present? Did he actually think that she would like this?

Sorry, Happy my dude, but . . . ​way too goth for this girl.

She reached down to take the horrid thing off her finger.

“Wait, Nev,” I said into my ring. “Don’t scream. It’s Happy. The ring’s a communicator and—”

She screamed.

A short, sharp “Yeep!”

“Sorry,” I said as she whirled around frantically. “Sorry this is so weird.”

She pivoted backward in a full circle, looking everywhere, as though expecting to find me crouched behind some bushes.

“The ring is like a phone,” I said. “You can talk to me through it.”

Her heart thudding, she slowly raised the ring to her mouth.

“Happy?” she said.
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“Hi, Nev,” I said.

“WHAT THE . . .” She screamed several words that cannot be printed here.

“It’s weird,” I said. “I know, but—”

“It’s beyond weird!” she said. “You’re beyond weird. I don’t like this. No offense, but you’re freaking me out, okay? I mean, you went . . . INTO my makeup compact!”

“Yeah, uh, do you still, by any chance, have that makeup compact?”

“Of course I still have it,” she hissed. “Oh! And by the way, when you made me promise not to tell anybody? You neglected to mention that I would be questioned by the F-B-freaking-I! I lied to them for you. I lied to los Federales. That’s a felony, dude!”

“I should never have put you in that position,” I said.

“Well . . . maybe I didn’t completely lie,” she said. “I told them I didn’t know you at all, but that we were lab partners. I said we’d talked very little and only about our science project.”

“That’s not a lie,” I said. “This could all be part of our project.”

“Okay,” she said, “because otherwise I committed perjury.”

“This is our project,” I said. “This is totally science.”

“It sure doesn’t feel like science,” she said. “I don’t even want to say what it feels like. I mean, I’m hearing your disembodied voice in my head while talking into a terrifying blood-eyed snake monster face!”

“It’s just . . . unfamiliar technology,” I said.

“It doesn’t feel like technology either! It feels like . . . ​ freaking magic. And not the cute, happy, Hogwarts kind, but the dark, scary, fantasma kind. I mean, look at this ring! Is it some sort of talisman?”

“It’s nothing like that,” I said.

“Where ARE you?” she said. “Where is your body right now?”

“It’s complicated,” I said.

“It shouldn’t be,” she said. “That should be a very easy question.”

I decided to be as honest with her as I could.

“Look,” I said. “I’m trying . . . to save the Earth.”

“What!” she yelled. “What does that mean? You, like, recycled yourself or something?”

“No, I—”

“Oh crap,” she said, gazing up the road.

A block and a half away, a large black SUV drove slowly toward her.

“It’s them,” she said. “An FBI car.”

“Don’t let them see you talking into the ring,” I said.

She lowered her arm to her side and walked on casually.

“But please don’t take it off either,” I said.

She slipped her hands into her pockets.

“A sixth-grade boy with a full beard,” she thought, “that should have been a red flag. . . . Tú sí que sabes elegirlos.”

I had already noticed her tendency to think in both English and Spanish.

She was a bilingual kid, like me.

It felt good to have this in common with her. Maybe it would make me more relatable, or at least a little bit less of a freak in her eyes . . .

Then I got really angry with myself for daydreaming.

Nev had the compact! If we could somehow open it and get Kayla and Alice out . . . ​that would be huge! Instead of Grandma’s chess piece, Kayla would become her opponent. I was no match for Grandma, but Kayla could kick her spangled butt.

I just needed to figure out how.

But a painful hammering in my ears kept distracting me.

It was Gubbins’s heartbeat, growing faster and louder by the second.

He was terrified. His skin had probably gone completely white.

Shifting focus back to my own body, I noticed something else very wrong.

I could see the inside of Gubbins’s mouth.

I could even see my own hands before my face.

Dim glows intensified on either side of his teeth, from the fleshy gaps in his jaw bones.

His skin, I realized, wasn’t only turning white. In extreme terror, Gubbinses became translucent, and even transparent.

This was happening now, all around me, faster than I could even process.

Soon I could see out of every hole and crevice in Gubbins’s skull.

We were in a vast atrium, at the entrance of the ministry building. It was a massive processing center, full of uniformed monsters in military armor.

Gubbins, the tallest creature around, stood in some sort of security line.

Peeking out from behind a molar, I looked down his translucent arm, to where his nervously shaking hand held the blue card out to be scanned.

Instead of scanning it, the guard, a hog-faced lobster man, was pointing and laughing at Gubbins’s belly, where he could no doubt see Gubbins’s organs working on his breakfast.

Hog-Face started waving his buddies over—like, “Hey, fellas, get a load of this freak.”

I made myself as small as possible behind Gubbins’s teeth, but even those had started to fade. Now they looked like tiles of frosted glass.

Soon, all the guards would have to do was look up.
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CHAPTER 10

VERY BAD NEWS FOR YOU

A three-legged blue hulk, with a crescent-shaped head, shoved its way into the crowd of hog-faced security lobsters.

Though I remained sealed off from all sound, other than Gubbins’s thundering heartbeat, I observed that this new creature was yelling at the others.

It must have been a supervisor, because everyone went back to work. Gubbins’s guard scanned the blue card without so much as glancing up at him.

As Gubbins finally started waddling forward, his deep sigh of relief nearly blew me out from between his teeth.

His invisible skin, bones, and viscera began misting over.

I looked back around to see if any of the guards had spotted me. Through the slowly fogging lacework of Gubbins’s brain, I saw all the officials and civilians going about their business.

As his body grew more opaque, his heart rate slowed.

Now I could only see out through a gap in his left jawbone.

There, thirty yards in the distance, a creature stared straight at me.

It was one of those giant owl-head things that had captured me back in the Doorganizer. I only glimpsed it for a moment before it vanished behind Gubbins’s reappearing skin.

Maybe it hadn’t been looking at me. I sure hoped not.

As darkness returned, I refocused my attention to Earth, where Nev Everly walked down Stewart Street with her hands in her pockets.

The black SUV drove slowly by in the other direction.

Then, doing a U-turn, it pulled up alongside her.

“Nevada!” said the woman behind the wheel.

Nev recognized her as the FBI agent she spoke to yesterday.

I recognized her as the one who had tangled with Kayla and lost.

“Yeah?” said Nev.

A male agent hopped out of the passenger seat and walked around the vehicle toward Nev.

“We need you to come with us,” said the female agent.

The male agent opened the rear door.

“Uh . . . okay,” said Nev, starting forward.

Climbing in, she noticed another kid from school already inside.
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Felix sat in the rear seat on the passenger side. Upon his lap he held his lizard, the Mighty Thor, who looked bloated.

“Hiya, Nev,” said Felix.

“Hey, Felix,” she said. “What’s all this about?”

“Actually, they won’t tell me,” said Felix. “But they say I’m not in any actual trouble.”

“We just need to talk to you,” said the female agent. But then she drove on in silence, as though she had no intention of talking at all.

Felix looked out the window. His lizard stared up at Nev.

She looked down at it.

My heart leapt in my chest!

Somehow, this lizard on Felix’s lap was no longer the Mighty Thor.

Squeep! I thought. That’s you, isn’t it, Squeep?

Squeep! nodded his head up at Nev.

“Strange,” she thought, turning away.

She looked out the window.

Doodads, I thought. Squeep! wanted to show me some doodads.

“Nev,” I said into my ring. “I know you can’t talk right now. And this is going to sound very weird, but please, please, please . . . I need you to look back at that lizard.”

The hair on the back of Nev’s neck stood up, until her whole scalp prickled.

“How could he possibly know . . . ,” she thought.

“Please, Nev,” I said. “It’s really important.”

Slowly, she turned back toward Felix, who gazed out the window.

She looked down at Squeep!

“Thanks,” I said. “Now some weird stuff’s probably going to happen. Try not to react.”

Squeep! flicked his tail. A small gray seashell appeared in his left flipper.

Nev didn’t make a sound, but her blood ran cold.

Squeep! flicked his tail, and in his left flipper there appeared a tiny padlock, like from a kid’s diary.

The Doorganizer’s locked, I thought.

Squeep! nodded at Nev.

Okay, I thought, are Kayla and Alice locked inside?

Squeep! nodded, then flicked his tail.

The padlock vanished, replaced by a pawn from a chess set.

Then, in his other flipper appeared a tiny light bulb.

Nev’s mind was making a high-pitched sound, like air escaping from a balloon.
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“Animal spirit,” she thought. “A familiar!”

Squeep! touched the light bulb and pawn together.

Both vanished, and now he held a green kazoo.

Squeep! brought it to his mouth, as though to play a song.

“What’s wrong?” said Felix.

Nev looked up at him.

She realized her mouth was hanging completely open.

“What?” Felix laughed. “You’ve never actually seen a lizard before?”

Nev looked back down and saw that Felix was petting . . . a different lizard.

I knew it was the Mighty Thor again.

The SUV had stopped. The man said something inaudible to the woman.

Nev leaned back in her seat and took a deep breath.

“Okay, Happy Conklin,” she thought, “you’re in my head, aren’t you?”

“He wants to talk to the girl first,” said the female agent.

The male agent got out.

“You can hear me right now,” thought Nev, “in my mind. Can’t you?”

“This way,” said the man, opening her door.

He led her across a parking lot, toward a black FBI mobile command trailer the size of a semi-truck.

“Talk to me, Happy,” thought Nev. “Tell me what’s going on . . . ​Or should I ask the FBI? Maybe I should tell them everything?”

“Please don’t,” I said into the ring.

“I knew it!” she thought.

“I’d have told you earlier,” I said. “But I didn’t want to scare you.”

“How is this happening?” she thought. “How are you in my head?”

“I’m really in somebody else’s head,” I said. “But that’s not important. All that matters now is that you don’t give the FBI the compact or the ring.”

The male agent reached up and opened the trailer door for Nev.

“Why not?” she thought, climbing the aluminum steps. “I think I should give it to them and tell them everything. Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t, Happy!”

“Because they’ll put it in a government laboratory,” I said. “Or destroy it! And I’ll never get back home. And other really bad things will happen. We need that compact, Nev! And I need your help. You’re my only chance.”

The trailer was full of dark technical equipment and bright video screens.

“Ms. Everly,” said a deep voice.

Nev looked up and around for the man.

Then she found him below her eyeline. A little person, seated at a desk. His face looked like a far older version of Happy Conklin’s.

“I’m Supervisor Frank Segar,” he said. “We got ahold of your mother. She’s on her way here to meet you. But if you don’t mind, I’d like to ask you some questions right now.”

“Sure,” said Nev. “What’s this all about?”

As she sat, Frank laid five large photographs on the desk in front of her.

They were surveillance shots of me, Eliza, Alice, Kayla, and Genghis Khan.

Nev glanced across the photos.
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“You know these kids?” said Frank.

“Only that one,” said Nev, pointing at the photo of me. “He’s in my science class.”

“He’s your lab partner, right?” said Frank.

“Yes,” said Nev.

“Did you know his dad’s a scientist? Or was a scientist?”

“No,” said Nev.

“His father built several very dangerous devices. Things that could cause a lot of devastation. We had to destroy all of them before they hurt anyone. However, yesterday we realized that we had missed something, and that the danger was still out there. So we brought the whole family into custody for questioning . . . all except these five.”

He picked up the photo of Genghis Khan.

“This thing vanished yesterday,” he said, removing it.

He lifted the photo of Eliza.

“Her, we just picked up,” he said, setting it aside. “But unfortunately these other three, we couldn’t get to in time.”

“In time for what?” said Nev.

“I have very bad news for you,” said Frank. “Around eight this morning, these kids somehow managed to sneak back into their apartment building, where they tried to operate one of their father’s most dangerous devices. There was an explosion. And I’m very sad to have to tell you that all three were killed.”

Nev gasped.

“That’s not true!” I said into the ring.

“I’m so sorry,” said Frank. “Your friend Happy Conklin is dead.”

“I’m not—” I started saying.

But now Nev was screaming louder than I had ever heard anyone scream in my life.

Then everything went black.


PART 2
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THE DEAD-BOY BLUES
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CHAPTER 11

ESCAPED CAPTIVE

But I was free from captivity now, right?

Wrong. Gubbins’s mouth was worse than any prison or penitentiary.

At least in those, the inmates got cells with toilets.

By now I had to go so badly that it felt like cruel and unusual punishment.

To take my mind off it, I tried to decode the new doodads.

Squeep! had shown me a pawn, a light bulb, and the green kazoo.

I thought the chess piece might represent me, since I was certainly a pawn in Grandma’s game.
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But what about the light bulb?
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And the green kazoo seemed like the most important doodad of all, because not only Squeep! had doodaded it.

The big O-ra had held one up too—surely as some sort of signal to me, right? I mean, two lizards on different planets showing green kazoos to the same kid? Coincidence? Happy accident? Fluke of fortune?
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Impossible.

It meant something. If nothing else, it demonstrated that Squeep! and the O-ra were on the same team, which suggested—BAM!

My head slammed into the roof of Gubbins’s mouth as he went bounding over a hill, and I nearly doodaded a Happy accident in my own pants.

Ack, I assumed, had covered a great distance by now. Gubbinses could hover along at incredible speeds by beating their flippers like hummingbird wings. He’d been zipping around for about half an hour.

“Let me out, Gubbins!” I yelled, though I doubted he could hear me. “I’ve got to go to the bathroom! Seriously, Gubbins! I can go outside, or I can go in here!”

I thought I was bluffing. But five minutes later I wasn’t so sure.

I knew that soon I would no longer have any choice in the matter.

But before I had to resort to unbuttoning my pants, Gubbins finally coughed me up like a bad oyster.
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I landed on hard ground in some sort of trash-strewn alleyway, where I lay flopping and gasping like a fish. My skin felt completely numb from Ack’s salivary chemicals, but luckily I didn’t see any burns, blisters, or scarring.

“Ack, we have to hurry,” said Gubbins, who held a small bundle of fabric in his arms. “We, ack, must proceed with, ack, precision and care. Where, ack is your lizard, ack . . . and why are you pulling down your . . . ACK! Oh! Ack, that is so, ack, revolting!”

“It almost happened in your mouth,” I said, “so count your blessings.”

Ack reached into one of the pockets of his belt and, to my great relief, handed me a large packet of moist towelettes.

“Thanks,” I said.

“Ack,” he said, turning his back to me in disgust.

I used the remaining towelettes on my arms and face, and I soon felt a lot better generally.

Ack handed me the bundle of fabric he’d been holding.

“Put this, ack, on,” he said.

It looked like a folded oilcloth tarp.

“It’s the dress, ack, of an Andromedan sulfur merchant, ack.”

“Why an Andromedan sulfur merchant?” I asked, trying to figure out how to step into the tarp.

“They are tiny, ack, like you. And wear, ack, breathing masks, ack, which will hide your face.”

Pulling the garment on over my head, I groped around for the sleeve holes.

“Ugh . . . stinky!” I said.

“Yes, ack. That is from the, ack, sulfur.”

“Good,” I said. “I thought the last Andromedan must have died in here.”

“He did, ack. But the smell is from the, ack, sulfur.”

“I wish you hadn’t told me that,” I said. The mask gave my voice a slightly robotic sound, like a sixth-grade Darth Vader.

“You look, ack, convincing,” he said. “Let us proceed, ack.”

“Where are we, anyway?”

“Near the Port Command, ack. But, ack, I chose a neighborhood, ack, that the authorities avoid, ack.”

“So then why do I need a disguise?” I asked.

“Bounty hunters, ack. You’re too famous. If, ack, you show that face around here, ack, you won’t last a minute.”

It looked close to nightfall. The air buzzed with a faint electrical hum.

We turned out of the alley into a neighborhood of derelict buildings, trashy streets, and cloaked wanderers.

Beastly faces flashed desperate eyes at me.

I checked to make sure the ring was still on my finger.

Catching a glimpse of our reflection in a broken window, I saw we made an unlikely and suspicious duo. I was annoyed to discover that the lower half of my Andromedan robe poofed out like a little girl’s party dress.
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“The lizard . . . ,” said Gubbins.

“I got a message from him,” I said, “while I was in your mouth. But I’m still trying to figure out what it means.”

“Where, ack, is he?”

“He popped up on Earth,” I said, “but I think he spends most of his time in extra-dimensional space. Or most of his space in extra-dimensional time. I think he wants me to meet up with the big O-ra lizards. Do you know where any of those are?”

Gubbins stared at me like I was crazy.

Then he pointed one of his hands at the sky.

Looking up, I realized that it wasn’t dusk at all.

A mile above us, thousands of giant flying O-ra filled half the sky. The other half was crowded with spacecraft—those fleets and fleets of Obliterator ships that Ack had seen earlier.

At the dividing line, where the mechanized half of the sky met the sea of reptilians, stood a utility tower at least half a mile tall.

Naked arcs of electricity snaked their way up and down its framework—the source, I realized, of that constant buzzing in the air.

Atop the tower sat a huge white object that looked . . . ​ almost exactly like the chess piece that Squeep! had held up.

The pawn didn’t represent me. It represented that thing.

“There!” I said, pointing at it. “The lizard wants us to go toward that big object on top of the tower. That was part of his message.”

“That’s the, ack, top-load capacitor,” said Gubbins. “I can get us to the closest ack-ack-access point. Then what?”
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“I don’t know,” I said. “Hopefully I’ll hear from him before we get there.”

“The lizard should, ack, hurry,” he said, gazing up into the crowded sky.

I suppose we were both wondering which of the thousands of Obliterator ships would be sent to destroy our home planets and everyone we knew.


CHAPTER 12

CLOPSES

After we had walked a few minutes, without seeming to get any closer to the Port Tower, I felt someone connect to me through the ring—a strange and ghostly sensation.

Her eyes were closed, so I wasn’t sure it was Nev until she spoke.

“You listen to me, Happy Conklin,” she said in a panic. “Stop haunting me right now! I’m sorry you’re dead, but it’s not my fault! Stop making weird stuff happen! And tell your familiar to leave me alone!”

“I’m not a ghost!” I said to my ring.

“Begone, spirit!” she shouted. “Begone!”

FFFUT!

Nev disconnected.

What had she meant by my “familiar”?

What on earth was going on . . . on Earth?

“Was that, ack, the lizard?” asked Gubbins.

“No,” I said, “just a girl who thinks I’m dead.”

“Why does she, ack, think that?”

“Well . . . you know how girls are.”

“No, ack, I do not,” said Gubbins.

“Yesterday, she didn’t even know I was alive,” I said. “Now she thinks I’m dead. That’s life in the big city.”

“You are, ack, a puzzling species.”

I looked from him back to the Port Tower.

Surveying the uncanny landscape and the bizarre creatures all around me, I found myself wondering if Nev might be right.

Maybe I really was dead?

What if this was all some sort of underworld?

It seemed a plausible, and even appealing, explanation.

I liked the idea, because if I were dead, then I could quit. None of it would be my responsibility. I wouldn’t have to save my sisters from the Doorganizer or stop my grandma from blowing up half the galaxy.

Instead, I could make a fresh start as an Andromedan sulfur merchant, which was probably not such a bad life once you got used to the odor.

But, unfortunately, I knew that I was still alive.

If I were dead, why would I constantly be afraid of getting killed?

Fear of death equaled proof of life, and I found it everywhere I looked, especially in the crowd of giant terrors up ahead.

By now I’d seen so many horrifying monsters that I had run out of candy nicknames for them. Instead, my mind would call them things like: “Too Scary,” “Way Too Scary,” “Scary Claw Face,” “Scary Spider Cow,” “Dental Nightmare,” “Scary Cyclops,” “Scary Fly-Clops,” and “Scary Pie-Clops.”

I saw an endless variety of cyclopses. Here are just a few of them that I named . . .
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By the time we passed those last two I had run out of “clops” names, so I just called the big one Chest Mouth. The smaller one, who had many eyes, I nicknamed Light Bulb With a Ponytail.

Gubbins and I passed them and walked on about twenty paces.

Then I froze.

I spun back around.

Light Bulb With a Ponytail was shaped exactly like the little light bulb that Squeep! had held up.
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CHAPTER 13

THE PIT

“Gubbins!” I said, pointing at the pair. “That light bulb with the ponytail . . . ​we need to follow him! That’s what the lizard was telling me.”

“That guy?” said Gubbins, going pale. “Ack, he and his companion are, ack, headed for the Pit. I don’t, ack, want to go into that place.”

I saw what he meant. It was a rough-looking establishment with a burly gang of Way Too Scaries gathered out front. Chest Mouth and Light Bulb With a Ponytail moved straight into this crowd of nasties.

“We have to follow him,” I said, pulling Gubbins by his arm. “That guy is definitely what Squeep! meant. We can’t lose him. Come on!”

Light Bulb With a Ponytail appeared to be an electricity-based life-form contained in a glass sphere. As we got closer, I could hear him talking to Chest Mouth in a voice that sounded like buzzy feedback. To my astonishment, he was speaking English, although with a thick French accent.

So I decided to change his nickname to Monsieur Light Bulb.

A moment later, I lost him in the crowd.

“I can’t see anything down here!” I yelled up at Gubbins, grabbing his arm harder. “Keep following him!”

I had entered a forest of monster legs, talons, terrestrial fins, tails, and tentacles. Clutching Gubbins for dear life, I went whichever way he pulled.
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I should have been used to ever-more-terrifying monster varieties, but I wanted to scream at every new face that glared down at me. These guys made the Way Too Scaries outside look like Hello Kitty.

I tried to act tough, breathing in and out of my mask like Darth Vader. I probably looked more like an asthmatic mouse in a dolly dress.

The Pit turned out to be an enormous gym and wrestling club.

Everywhere I saw sweaty, muscular monsters hoisting dumbbells and punching heavy bags. Tentacled creatures pumped away at machines that worked their dozen or so legs at once.

The Pit was full of mirrors, floating personal trainer drones, and upbeat workout music. I realized it got its name from the large fight pit in the center of the floor.

Currently, a furry, three-headed scorpion the size of a construction crane battled a gigantic spiked eel.

I recognized this eel monster, as well as the general fighting style, from Alien Wraslinsanity, which combined the glitz of professional wrestling with a vicious death sport.

The Emperor had banned Wraslinsanity, so this had to be an underground version of it. I also noticed that several of the aliens working out proudly sported Buns of Abs under their workout shorts.
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A being that looked like a ball of goop rolled on a treadmill.

Synchronized groups of monsters did monster yoga, monster aerobics, and monster Jazzercise. Others watched wrestling matches from around the galaxy on floating holographic displays.

“Where is he?” I asked as soon as we cleared the crowd.

“Ack,” said Gubbins. “I thought you were following him.”

“How could I follow him?” I said. “I’m down here on the floor!”

“Well, that’s not, ack, my fault,” said Gubbins.

“Wait, there he is,” I said.

I spotted Monsieur Light Bulb across a floor of weightlifters.

He was still talking to Chest Mouth, who sat on a machine working out his pecs and/or lips.

“Ack, so now what do we do?” asked Gubbins.

As I pondered this, I felt the ghostly presence pass through me again, only it was a lot fainter this time.

“Hey, Gubbins,” I said, lifting up my right hand. “I think someone’s trying to connect with me.”

“Through the, ack, ring?” said Gubbins. “Ack, is it the lizard?”

“I don’t know yet,” I said. I brought the ring under my face mask. “I need to close my eyes and concentrate. Keep an eye on Monsieur Light Bulb . . . ​and don’t let anybody eat me.”

“Ack. I’ll just, ack, tell them how awful you taste.”

It was the faintest sensation, but similar to a ring connection.

Closing my eyes, I focused completely on the feeling.

Someone was holding the ring in front of their finger, hesitating, as though afraid to put it on.

Please, I thought. Whoever you are, just put it on.

Nev slipped the ring onto her finger.

She stood in a small bathroom in her family’s house, staring into the mirror with angry eyes.

“I’m not afraid of you,” she said to the mirror, but really to me.

“Good,” I said. “I don’t want you to be.”

“Stop haunting me, Happy,” she said. “Please just stop. Or I’m going to go completely insane.”

“I’m not haunting you,” I said. “I don’t even know what’s happening where you are. The ring’s my only link to Earth. When you take it off, I lose all connection. What’s got you so agitated?”

“Your familiar!” she said. “He won’t stop following me! He won’t leave me alone!”

“What’s a familiar?” I said. “I don’t know what that is.”

Reaching out, Nev grabbed the bottom of the medicine cabinet and opened it a little. The mirror shifted, revealing Squeep! hanging from a shower curtain behind her.
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He held out his right front flipper.

“That’s your familiar!” said Nev.

Then she pulled the mirror all the way open.

Squeep! sat inside the medicine cabinet with his flipper out.
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“That’s your familiar!” said Nev.

She shut the cabinet.

Squeep! swung in on the front of the mirror, holding out his right flipper while hanging by his left.
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“And there he is again,” said Nev.

She turned and kicked the toilet seat open.

Squeep! popped out of the bowl with his flipper extended.
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“And again!” said Nev.

She pulled back the shower curtain.

Squeep! sat on the soap dish.
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“He’s everywhere!” she said. “Any place I look, wherever I go! Lizard! Lizard! Lizard!”

“Nev, this is awesome,” I said. “This is phenomenal!”

“It’s terrifying!” she said.

“I’ve never seen him do this with anybody else besides me before. You’re really lucky, Nev.”

“Lucky?!” she cried. “Haunted is what I am. Haunted by a dead boy and his reptilian familiar!”

“He’s not my familiar,” I said. “He’s not even my pet. He has powers, yes, but they’re not evil powers. He’s not bad. He’s a good lizard.”

“What does he want from me?” she said, looking down at Squeep!, who now stood on the bathroom sink with his flipper out.

“Just to be your friend,” I said. “That’s like his way of shaking hands . . . ​Right, Squeep? You’re not going to hurt Nev, are you?”

Squeep! shook his head at her.

“Wha?” she said, jumping back. “All this is impossible. Tell him to stop.”

“Squeep!” I said. “If Nev makes friends with you now, will you leave her alone whenever she wants to be left alone?”

Squeep! nodded.

“See?” I said. “He never lies.”

“This is so weird,” she said.

“You can trust him,” I said. “Look at that little face.”

Squeep! tilted his head, trying to look cute.

Nev leaned down toward him.

“Squeep?” she said.

He nodded.

She slowly moved her hand toward him.

“I must be crazy,” she said. “I must be . . .”

As her fingertip touched his flipper, Squeep! wrapped himself into a circle around her wrist.

In the same instant, I felt him also wrapping around my own wrist.

Then everything changed.

Nev and I stood, side by side, at the edge of a cliff, overlooking a vast desert landscape.

I looked down at Squeep!, who circled both of our wrists like some kind of handcuff.

I looked up at Nev, who stared back at me in astonishment.
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CHAPTER 14

THE VLOSPI AND THE O-RA

“Where are we?” I said.

“Oh no,” said Nev. “I’m dead too now, aren’t I? I knew it! Ugh, I’m such an idiot! Why did I . . .”

She trailed off.

I didn’t know what to say.

Before I could think of anything, the panic vanished from her eyes.

Her face softened.

“Oh . . . ,” she said, with great relief. “I’m not dead. You’re not dead either, Happy.”

“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you,” I said.

“I’m so glad you’re not dead,” she said, smiling.

“Good,” I said. “What finally convinced you?”

“He did,” she said, looking at Squeep! “He’s explaining it to me.”

“He’s explaining it?” I said. “You mean he’s actually talking to you?”

“Well, he’s not talking,” she said, “but he is . . . ​giving me information.”

“What?” I said. “Like a mind-meld?”

“Yeah, I guess,” she said, looking around. “Now he’s telling me all about this planet.”

“He’s never done that with me,” I said. “I’ve known him for years, and all I get are doodads and guessing games. How come you get a mind-meld?”

“He says it’s because I’m wearing the ring,” she said.

“I’m wearing a ring too!” I said.

“Yes, that’s why you can observe this,” she said. “But you’re not really here. I mean, neither am I. But Squeep! and I are together, so we can link our minds through the ring.”

“So what is all this?” I said, surveying the desert.

“He’s creating these images,” she said. “This is a planet called Vlosp.”

“I’m on Planet Vlosp,” I said.

“Yes, you are,” she said. “But this is how Vlosp looked half a billion years ago . . . Whoa, check it out!”

She pointed down at creatures moving on the desert plain below us.

They looked like the Emperor but wore skins and carried spears.

“They’re called Vlospi,” she said, smiling. “Yes . . . ​of course . . .”

Then she started to laugh.

“What’s so funny?” I said.

“Squeep! is,” she said. “He’s hilarious.”

“What did he say?” I asked.

“I don’t think you’d get it,” she said.

“Sure I would,” I said. “I know him really well!”

She just stood there giggling.

“Man . . . ,” I said, shaking my head, “you guys are both jerks.”

“What’s the matter?” she said. “You sound jealous.”

“Yes!” I said. “I’m jealous.”

“Of me or of him?” she said.

“Of both of you,” I said. “It’s like you guys are cheating on me.”

“I’m not your lizard, and he’s not your girlfriend.”

“I should hope not!” I laughed.

“I got that backward, huh?” She laughed. “There’s just so much going through my brain right now.”

“Well, tell me about it,” I said.

“Okay,” she said. “Those are the ancient Vlospi. They’re hunting creatures called the O-ra. Do you see them?”

“No,” I said. “Oh wait . . . yeah. But they’re small.”

“Yes, they used to be that little,” she said. “But they were always . . . you know, like Squeep! is.”

“Extra-dimensional.”

“Yes . . . ,” she said.
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CHAPTER 15

NEWS FLASH

Trailing off, Nev stared blankly into space.

For a while now tears had been rolling down her cheeks.

The brutal history of the O-ra had me crying too.

I noticed that she was back in her bathroom, staring at her own teary face in the mirror. Squeep! sat on the sink, his flipper still pressed to Nev’s hand.

And me? Where was I?

Presumably, still standing with my eyes shut on Planet Vlosp.

“Nev,” I said into the ring, “are you okay?”

Her eyes popped open in surprise, as though she had just remembered I was there.

“The top-load capacitor,” she said, “that’s the big pawn-shaped thing at the top of the control tower. You’ve got to destroy it. Put a stop to all of this. Free those poor creatures!”

“Okay,” I said. “I will. But I need Kayla. Tell Squeep! I need her here.”

Nev shook her head.

“He says that’s impossible,” she said. “The Doorganizer is locked. We’re going to try to free your sisters, but none of us can cross through it to where you are on Vlosp. Not even Squeep!”

My heart sank.

“You’ve got to do this on your own, Happy,” she said.

“I don’t know how,” I said.

“Squeep! thinks you can do it,” she said, opening her purse.

She took out the silver compact.

“We’re going to go try to rescue your sisters,” said Nev.

“From the Doorganizer?” I asked. “You’re going in there?”

“Yes,” she said. “Once I’m inside, you and I probably won’t be able to talk anymore. But Squeep! says you should keep the ring on anyway. You’re going to need it.”

“Nev,” I said. “Be careful in there. That place is weird.”

“You be careful where you’re going,” she said.

She placed the compact down on the sink.

Squeep! crawled to it, reached out, and placed his flipper on the latch.

The compact popped open.

Nev looked into the mirror, and everything vanished.

I stood with my eyes closed, dressed as an Andromedan sulfur merchant, smelling all the terrible odors of an alien gym.

Nev was gone . . . though not completely.

I still felt the ghostly ring-connection with her, though it was very faint and distant. Somewhere deep below my conscious thoughts, my mind was still attached to Nev’s.

The first thing I noticed upon opening my eyes was Ack Gubbins standing beside me.

His skin had gone pale with fear.

How long had I had my eyes closed?

“Gubbins,” I said. “I heard from the lizard.”

“Ack,” he said absently.

“What’s the matter?” I said.

He gazed blankly at one of the holographic screens.

“What’s going on?” I asked him.

I noticed a lot of the gym monsters staring at the floating screens too.

Something important was being broadcast.

I couldn’t read the language, but I could tell from the music and graphics that this was some sort of special news bulletin.

A hushed silence fell across the gym as the hideous face of Star Chamberlain appeared on every screen.

“Oh,” I whispered. “Hello, Grandma.”

As Star Chamberlain spoke in the Imperial Language, the image changed to a wanted poster similar to the one upon which I had seen my own face.
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But instead of a picture of me or Grandma, this poster displayed the image of Ack Gubbins.

“Uh, Gubbins?” I said, watching his skin go from pale to translucent.

“We’re in trouble, buddy,” I said.

All around us, creatures started turning their attention away from the floating screens and toward us.

“Bounty hunters, Ack,” I said, tugging him by the arm. “You have a price on your head. We gotta skedaddle.”

He just stared stupidly.

“Come on!” I said, pulling on his translucent arm as hard as I could.

His eyeballs rolled back in his head. Then his body fell straight forward into a rack of barbells, his enormous head crushing the iron as though it were tin foil.

He lay on the floor with a patchwork of pastel colors rolling across his skin.

“Oh no,” I said, looking at the gym beasts lurking toward us.
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CHAPTER 16

BOUNTY HUNTERS

I leapt up onto a workout bench, above Ack’s fallen body, and aimed the ring on my right fist around the room.

“Stay back, you jackals!” I yelled. “Nobody touches my friend!”

The monsters kept coming.

I wondered if the ring’s red lightning would work at this distance.

How close would I have to let them get?

A six-legged crawler charged me from the far end of the room.

Before it got within fifteen yards an enormous kangaroo-slug swung its tail down, smashing it flat.

Was the kangaroo-slug on my side?

No, I realized from the evil look in its eyes. It just wanted Ack all to itself.

It hopped closer.

“Flamenco!” I yelled, aiming the ring up at it.

Nothing happened.

It hopped again, landing within seven yards of me.

The kangaroo-slug wore a yellow-and-blue leotard, which looked ridiculous on it.

I yelled “Flamenco!” again.

Still nothing. Was the ring broken?

It hopped within three yards.

“Flamenco!” I yelled.

It finally worked.

Two bolts of red lightning shot out from the ring into the kangaroo-slug’s eyes, knocking them backward on their stalks.

The beast flopped over sideways, temporarily blinded.

I estimated the ring’s range at about eight feet.

For a moment, everyone stopped to stare at the felled kangaroo-slug, at its eyeballs strobing on the ends of their stalks.

When the creatures advanced again, they looked more cautious.

A hatchet-faced homunculus stepped within my three-yard perimeter.

“Flamenco!” I yelled.

The twin blasts flipped him over backward, giving the other bounty hunters something to think about.
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While some kept coming, others started conferring and strategizing about how to take out this weird little Andromedan with the red lightning.

My heart was pounding.

Some kind of rhinoceros Frankenstein shoved the others aside.

It shot itself at me horn-first—fast as a cannonball.

I took a deep breath and yelled, “Flamenco!”

It carried too much forward momentum for my lightning to stop it. But, once blinded, it tripped on Ack’s body and went flying over my head.

Watching it go up, I noticed a cluster of Fly-Clopses swarming down at me from the ceiling.

I yelled “Flamencos” as fast as I could.

Each Fly-Clops only had one eye, so my blasts took them out two at a time.

The ones I hit spiraled into the others.

I heard eight of them slam into the floor and counted three remaining.

As I watched them spiral, something creaked behind me.

I wheeled round to find the Jazzercise instructor trying to sneak up on me from behind.

I yelled, “Flamenco.”

The red lightning knocked him out of his leg warmers.

I aimed back up at the remaining Fly-Clopses and fired.

Then I was turning around in circles atop the workout bench, barely aiming and not waiting to see what I had hit.

The room flashed like a disco.

After I blasted a purple-winged set of flying fangs out of the air, my right leg seized up with intense pain.

I spun the ring downward at what had gotten ahold of me.

I saw tentacles reaching up from under the bench.

Some sort of octo-monster was hiding under there, using it for protection so I couldn’t hit its face.

A second tentacle took me around the waist.

Then more of the cephalopod’s arms grabbed me from all directions, lifting me up off the chair.

Other creatures moved in, seeing I was caught.

I fought as hard as I could, but a full exertion of my strength could barely bend a single tentacle.

Another arm snaked around my neck and constricted, choking me.

I couldn’t breathe.

Now a tentacle wrapped around my forehead, pulling my mask off my face.

I blinked my eyes, which were bulging from the pressure around my neck.
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The whole room became silent.

“Happy Conklin . . . ,” someone murmured.

“Happy Conklin . . . Happy Conklin . . . ,” others repeated.

The room went fuzzy as I started to black out.

Two creatures swam in toward me—Chest Mouth and Monsieur Light Bulb.

Chest Mouth leaned in to scrutinize my face with his huge single eye.

“It’s really you,” he said in English. “Happy Conklin. Welcome to the Resistance.”

He saluted me just as I lost consciousness.


CHAPTER 17

I SEE THE BEE

I drifted into the darkness.

Wake up, I told myself.

But instead I started having this weird dream about sorting toasters.

No, Hap! I told myself. You need to wake up!

But all I could do was watch my hands pull toaster after toaster out of a junk hole, and then fling them off to the side.

After the toasters came waffle irons, then coffeemakers, and then other breakfast appliances.

I noticed that the hands weren’t my own. They were a girl’s hands, with a nice manicure. On the right ring finger was a silver serpent ring.

These were Nev’s hands.

Now that I was unconscious, I could see through her eyes again.
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She was in the Doorganizer, digging through piles of stuff that Alice had stolen over the years.

Then I thought I heard Alice’s voice in there too.

She sounded far away, but when Nev looked up, I saw that Alice was very close, but on the other side of a thick pane of glass.

“Hey, you!” screamed Alice. “This isn’t working!”

Alice had been digging her own hole on the other side. They were trying to dig a tunnel under the glass.

“Squeep! says it’s the best way to free you!” Nev yelled back at Alice.

“That lizard doesn’t know what he’s talking about!” shouted Alice. “He’s the one who brought us in here. And we got attacked by a crystal giant!”

I understood now what they were trapped under.

It was one of those huge glass cylinders that the crystal giants had used to capture me and bring me to Vlosp.
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Only Grandma hadn’t needed them brought to Vlosp yet. So the robots had only trapped Alice and Kayla.

Kayla! I thought. Where’s Kayla?

I found her lying on the ground behind Alice.

She didn’t look good. Her body was shivering, and her face was flinching.

There was also something a lot more disturbing about her appearance, but at first I couldn’t spot what it was.

Then I saw it: Kayla had some sort of small insect walking across her cheek.

It was a honeybee.

It flew off her face and in a small circle around her head, and then landed back on her cheek.

Though I couldn’t believe it, I knew with absolute certainty that this was Alphonso the bee, which was impossible.

Alphonso was imaginary, or at least invisible to everyone besides Kayla.

But here he was—not only visible but separated from Kayla in a way that I found horrifying.
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Dad had repeatedly warned us that something catastrophic could happen to Kayla if she went inside the Doorganizer. Now I knew that he meant something awful beyond my ability to comprehend.

We needed to get Kayla out of there right now!

“Hold on,” said Nev. “I think Squeep! wanted to tell me something.”

Nev’s hands reached down and took hold of Squeep!

“Happy?” said Nev. “Squeep! says you’re back . . .”

“Is that Hap?” yelled Alice. “Tell him this is all his fault!”
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“Oh wait . . . ,” said Nev. “Squeep! says he can’t talk right now.”

“Why not?” yelled Alice.

“Because he’s unconscious,” said Nev.

“Figures,” said Alice, “sleeping on the job. That is so like him. I can’t believe we have to count on Hap of all people to defeat Grandma!”

“Okay, Happy?” said Nev. “Squeep! says that you can hear me even though you can’t talk. He wants me to tell you two things before you wake up. First: make sure to take your mask. The second is to watch out for the electric rats. Got that? Be sure to take your mask and watch out for—”

I jolted awake.

The first thing I saw was a tentacle holding something that reeked of ammonia under my nose—smelling salts.

I looked up and saw a huge crowd of monsters staring at me.
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CHAPTER 18

RESISTANCE CELL

They had taken me down into an enormous secret bunker below the gym.

There were big revolutionary pictures of Grandma’s face hanging from the walls and ceilings.

They’d removed my Andromedan breathing mask, but I was still wearing the cloak.

Chest Mouth stepped in front of me.

“Happy Conklin,” he said in a rumbling voice. “Are you all right?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I think so.”

Chest Mouth turned to the crowd and yelled, “He’s okay!”

A loud cheer erupted from all the gym monsters.

“I’m Major Vavok,” said Chest Mouth. “And this is Marshal Mebb.”

Major Vavok pointed to the tentacled creature that had attacked and choked me.

“So sorry about that, sir.” Marshal Mebb spoke from a pocket-like mouth between his eyes. “But we had no idea you were Happy Conklin, the Commander’s partner!”

“I was just trying to protect my friend,” I said. “Hey, where is Gubbins?”

“Over there,” said Vavok, indicating where the enormous form of Ack Gubbins lay, with pastel blotches still rolling across his prone body.

“Shall I wake him?” asked Marshal Mebb.

“No, let him sleep,” I said. “I thought one of you might be trying to capture him for the reward money.”

“Never!” said Major Vavok. “We would sooner die than accept one cent from Star Chamberlain.”

At the mention of this name, several of them spit on the ground.

Apparently these guys despised Star Chamberlain and yet practically worshiped Grandma. I wondered how they might react to learning the two were the same person.

I decided that I didn’t want to find out.

“I thought,” said Major Vavok, “that we would hear from the Commander via the secure channel today. I did not expect you to show up in person.”

“Yes, well,” I said, “Grandma—I mean, the Commander ordered me to come because . . . ​uh, I have instructions that must be given in person.”

“Indeed?” said Major Vavok. “What instructions?”

Scanning the room, I noticed Monsieur Light Bulb floating nearby.
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“First,” I said, “could you introduce me to that, uh, individual.”

I pointed at the light bulb.

“Yes, of course,” said Major Vavok. “Capitaine Shred, step forward! Happy Conklin, I present le Capitaine Zingifier Shred.”

The many-eyed, ponytailed light bulb floated toward me on a strand of electricity.

“Bon soir,” said Zingifier Shred. “Eet eez an honor to meet you, Happy Conklin. We are all the greatest fans of yours, as you can see . . .”

Sprouting a new strand of electricity, Zingifier Shred used it like an arm to point toward the wall.

There were huge idealized images of Grandma all over the room, but this particular part of the wall also had pictures of me.

One poster showed me fighting Florida Pete. In another, I battled the spiked eel monster. Another had me tagging hands with Grandma.

The largest image showed Grandma and me mocking the crowd from the center of the ring. They even had my original wrestling mask on a little mannequin head with a beard.
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“My mask!” I yelled, running toward it. “Guys, I need this mask. Do you mind if I take it?”

“Of course not,” said Major Vavok. “It’s your mask.”

I peeled it off the mannequin head.

Would it still work?

I tried it on.

The moment I pulled the spangled fabric down over my ears, I heard the Spanish guitar music.

My body involuntarily struck two dramatic flamenco poses.

The room burst into cheers and applause.

Taking the mask off, I made an embarrassed bow.

As I shoved it into my pocket I recalled that there was something else important that Squeep! had wanted me to remember:

Watch out for the . . . electric rats?

Could that be right?

“Hey,” I said. “Have you guys ever heard of the electric rats?”

“I have not,” said Major Vavok.

“Me neither,” said Marshal Mebb.

“Eez zat a r-r-r-rock band?” asked Zingifier Shred.

“I don’t know,” I said. “But whatever they are, we need to watch out for them.”

“Why?” asked Marshal Mebb.

“Because . . . ​uh, the Commander says so. That we need to watch out for the electric rats.”

A distant boom sounded overhead.

“Listen,” said Major Vavok, pointing upward. “The Emperor has started launching the Obliterators.”

“That butcher,” spat Marshal Mebb.

Another boom sounded.

We all stared up at the ceiling.

Every face showed pain, anguish, and anger.

We were all wondering the same thing: “Is that Obliterator headed for my planet?”


CHAPTER 19

I FIND BETH

As the next boom sounded, Major Vavok looked down at me.

“Happy Conklin,” he said, “how soon can we counterattack?”

“That’s why I’ve come here,” I said. “To give you those orders in person. Is there somewhere private we can talk?”

“Of course,” said Major Vavok. “Marshal Mebb, please come with us.”

Mebb scurried beside us on his tentacles.

“Le Capitaine too,” I said, pointing at the floating light bulb.

“Moi?” asked Zingifier Shred.

“Yes,” I said. “You have an important part in this.”

Only I didn’t know what it was yet.

I felt like Squeep! had given me all the puzzle pieces, but I hadn’t figured out how they fit together.

I had some time to think about it as Major Vavok led us through the underground bunker, which was surprisingly vast.

We passed a platoon of troops marching in military formation. Their drill sergeant was a large human in old-fashioned armor riding on a giant horse.
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“Wha?” I said, blinking, unable to believe my eyes.

It was Genghis Khan, aka my sister Beth.

“Holy smokes!” I said.

“Indeed,” said Marshal Mebb. “Sergeant Khan arrived yesterday. Already he’s made great progress commanding our ground forces.”

On my last day on Planet Earth, my sister Beth had transformed into Genghis Khan while falling asleep in class. Beth suffered from night-morphs, temporary nocturnal transformations into the people she dreamed about.

I had always thought these were random side effects of Grandma’s experiments on Beth. But now I saw that they had been intentional, as well as carefully controlled. Grandma wanted one of the greatest military leaders in Earth’s history in charge of these ground forces.

Beth was like the knight on her chessboard.

Another distant boom sounded overhead.
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“We need to hurry,” I said.

“Yes, come this way,” said Vavok.

He led Mebb, Zingifier Shred, and me through an automatic door into a small command room lined with close-range weapons.

As the four of us gathered around a hologram projector console, another distant boom went off above us.

“Okay,” I said. “It’s time for action.”

“Yes,” said Major Vavok.

“The Commander has ordered us to destroy the Port Tower.”

Vavok and Zingifier Shred looked astonished.

Mebb started poking buttons on the console with his tentacle tips.

“We don’t have sufficient forces,” said Vavok. “We couldn’t possibly overrun all three Command buildings.”

Mebb pulled up a hologram of the three buildings surrounding the tower.

“We no longer need to take over Port Command,” I said, pointing to the pawn-shaped object atop the tower. “We only need to destroy the top-load capacitor. Blow it up. Wreck it for good.”

“But that would disconnect the entire port network,” said Mebb.

“Exactly,” I said.

“Then how will our forces traverse the galaxy?” asked Vavok.

“We have found a new way to control the O-ra,” I said. “A better way.”

“Can this be true?” asked Marshal Mebb.

“It is,” I said. “Our system is far superior to the Emperor’s. But his must be destroyed for ours to be implemented.”

Vavok, Mebb, and Zingifier Shred all stared at me.

Another distant boom sounded overhead.

“We can stop this right now,” I said, pointing upward. “Before one more Obliterator is launched, before one more planet dies. The moment we destroy that control tower, the Emperor is done.”

Mebb punched keys on the console.

“A single commando unit,” said Mebb, “could penetrate the top-load capacitor.”
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“What about the tower’s defense forces?” said Vavok.

“Our ground troops could attack them here,” said Mebb, indicating one of the three buildings. “Sergeant Khan can keep them all sufficiently diverted, while the commando unit follows a flight plan like this.”

Mebb manipulated the hologram so our view moved up the tower’s scaffolding, corkscrewed around it, and entered the gigantic capacitor through a hole underneath it.

Inside, the big pawn was a maze of coils and scaffolding. Toward the top there was a large red gem, which reminded me of the ring serpent’s eyes.

“The coils are electrified,” said Mebb. “The scaffolding is not. We will need a massive power surge here, to short out the magnifying transmitter.”

Mebb indicated the big red gemstone at the center.

“Capitaine Shred,” I said. “I believe that’s where you come in. Could you provide such a power surge?”

“I weel try,” said Zingifier Shred. “The transmitter may be more powerful than I. But perhaps I could find a way.”

“Outstanding,” said Vavok. “We must start at once. Marshal Mebb, ready the forces for a ground assault on the Port Command. Capitaine Shred, put together the commando unit.”

“Yes, sir,” said both at once.

They turned and headed for the automatic door.

As it shut behind them, I looked up at Vavok.

“I need to be a part of that commando unit,” I said.

“All right,” said the major. “Can you ride a fif?”

“Of course I can ride a fif,” I said.

I had no idea what a fif was, but I knew I had to be along for that mission. I felt sure that it was what Squeep! wanted me to do.

“Very well,” said Vavok. “Then I will go as well.”

As he turned toward the door, a loud klaxon sounded on the projector console, where an orange button was flashing.

“It’s the secure channel,” said Vavok. “We’re getting a call from the Commander.”

He pressed the flashing button.

The hologram of the Port Tower vanished, replaced by a giant image of Grandma’s face.

Major Vavok saluted her.

Returning his salute, Grandma glanced down at me.

Her mouth fell open.


CHAPTER 20

THE COMMANDER

The glowing head of Grandma glared down at me in astonishment.

For once in her life, she seemed at a loss for words.

I decided to start talking before she yelled something like “seize him!”

“Commander,” I said, saluting her. “General Happy Junior reporting. We’ve been expecting your call. I’ve briefed Major Vavok here. He briefed me. Then I briefed him again. So we’re both sufficiently briefed, on matters tactical and strategic and military and naval and . . .”

While I blathered, I folded my arms, hoping that Grandma would notice her ring on my finger, which I had pointed up at Vavok.

Her eyes winced as she registered this.

“. . . ​the weapon stocks are sufficiently stocked,” I rambled, “and supply lines are well supplied . . .”

Now Grandma gave me the iciest of smiles.

“Thank you ever so much . . . ​General Happy Junior,” she said through clenched teeth, “for that . . . ​concise report. Uh, Major Vavok, I have a highly classified matter to discuss with the general here. Would you mind giving us the room to ourselves for a moment?”

“Of course,” said Vavok, saluting.

He turned on his heel and marched to the automatic door.

[image: ]

Watching him leave, I noticed a hatchet hanging on the wall—the only weapon in the room that looked small enough for me to lift.

After the door whooshed shut behind Major Vavok, the smile fell from Grandma’s face.

“Have you lost your tiny little mind?” she hissed at me.

“Probably,” I said.

“How did you find Major Vavok?” she demanded.

“It was easy,” I said. “I guess you underestimated me.”

“I severely overestimated you,” she said. “I never dreamed you could be this stupid. Are you actually trying to oppose me? Do you honestly believe that you can beat me at my own game?”

“No,” I said. “I’m inventing my own game, and you’re not invited.”

I walked over to the wall and lifted up the hatchet.
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“What’s that thing for?” she said. “What are you playing at, boy?”

I stepped toward the hologram of her with the hatchet.

“Happy Junior,” she said, “I could order Major Vavok to kill you this instant.”

“You could have,” I said, “but now you’ll never get the chance. I’ll tell him your last order to me was to destroy the secure communication channel.”

Fear flashed in her eyes.

She quickly covered it with a smile, but too late. I had seen it.

“You think you can take command of these forces?” she said. “Is that your big plan?”

I said nothing. I was too busy enjoying the sight of Grandma afraid.

“Listen to me, Happy Junior,” said Grandma. “If this cell deviates by one iota from my plan, I will send the Emperor’s Guard to wipe them out.”

“Oh please do,” I said. “Send your best imperial troops to fight your best rebels. I’m sure that will be great for your precious plan.”

I heaved the ax high over my head and aimed it for the hologram projector console.

“Wait!” screamed Grandma. “If you do that, Kayla and Alice will die.”

She held up a silver makeup compact.

I froze.

Grandma opened the compact and looked inside.

“Aha,” she said. “It appears that Miss Everly has joined them in the Doorganizer. So I suppose that she must die as well. What a pity.”

“No,” I said. “You’re bluffing.”

“Sorry, but I’m not,” said Grandma, smiling. “I shall dispatch the Emperor’s Crystal Giants to destroy the Doorganizer. You remember them, don’t you? The ones who brought you here?”

“You wouldn’t,” I said. “You need Kayla to win your war.”

“I do not need anyone,” said Grandma. “Kayla might be worth preserving, but the others will surely die.”

The strength seemed to leave my body. The ax handle dropped back onto my shoulder. I scowled.

Grandma started to laugh.

“And just like that”—she snapped her fingers—“you are beaten. What a pathetic infant you are! No killer instinct at all. Such weakness!”

Grandma cackled joyfully.

I felt an overpowering rage surge up through my body, tightening my grip on the ax handle. Before I could stop myself, I was screaming, running, and swinging it through the air.
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The hatchet’s blade bisected the hologram of Grandma and chopped into the console below.

There was a loud electrical pop, and her face vanished.


CHAPTER 21

FIFS

Smoke chugged out around the blade splitting the projector.

I shut my eyes and tried to connect with Nev.

I sensed she was still in the Doorganizer, but not much else.

“Nev,” I said into my ring. “I don’t know if you can hear me, but if you can, you need to get out of the Doorganizer. Now! Run! It’s going to be destroyed! Go now!”

Could she hear me?

I had no way of knowing.

I hurried to the door, which whooshed open for me.

The bunker swarmed with troops preparing to move out.

I spotted Ack Gubbins standing against the wall and watching the commotion with his mouth open. His skin was the color of astonishment.

“Gubbins,” I yelled. “Are you okay?”

“Ack!” he yelled. “Where are we, ack, Happy Conklin?”

“It’s okay,” I said. “These guys are on our side.”

“Truly?” said Gubbins.

“Yes, we’re going to attack the Port Command and stop the Obliterators from launching.”

“Ack,” he said. His skin turned that pattern of strange colors again. “Not without me you’re, ack, not. I must fight too.”

“Absolutely,” I said. “We need you! You can fight with the ground forces.”

I pointed toward Genghis Khan.

“That’s your commander,” I said. “Do whatever she tells you.”

“Ack, she?” said Gubbins.

“It’s a long story,” I said. “I’ll tell you sometime.”

As Gubbins ran off, a fleet of four Fly-Clopses cruised toward me. Three of them had riders atop their backs. Major Vavok was mounted on the one in front. Marshal Mebb rode behind him.
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“We need to move out, sir,” Vavok shouted to me. “I’ve had reports that the Imperial Guard is mobilizing to attack us.”

“Uh-oh,” I said.

Grandma was planning to attack her own troops.

“Here is your fif,” said Marshal Mebb.

He pointed a tentacle at the riderless Fly-Clops.

So Fly-Clopses were actually called “fifs”?

“Uh-oh,” I said again, remembering how I had lied about knowing how to ride a fif.

I walked hesitantly toward the huge hovering beast.

“Easy, boy,” I said. “That’s a good fly.”

The fif dropped and charged straight down at me.

“Whoa!” I yelled.

Its head slammed into my legs, and then it bucked me up into the air.

I somersaulted and landed on its back.
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I had just enough sense to spin around and grab hold of its reins, before it rocketed off after the others.

At first, I panicked at the sheer speed. I felt certain I’d fall off.

But gradually I got the hang of it as the fifs raced through a long ventilation shaft toward a crack of daylight up ahead.

In addition to Vavok and Mebb, I saw another resistance fighter on fif-back—the one I had nicknamed Samurai-Clops.

I did not see Zingifier Shred.

[image: ]

When we hit daylight, the fifs arced straight up into the air.

My stomach dropped, and I felt myself overwhelmed by g-forces.

Darkness pushed in from either side. I had tunnel vision, which I knew happens to people right before they pass out.

Luckily, my fif pulled out of its climb before I lost consciousness.

Our commando unit banked behind one of the large sculptures of the Emperor so common in the skyline. We were so close to the tower that I could feel the hum of its electricity in my bones.

“Where’s Zingifier Shred?” I called out to Major Vavok.

Major Vavok opened his large overcoat and pulled a dark ponytailed light bulb out from behind his lapel.

All of Zingifier Shred’s eyes were shut.

“What’s the matter with him?” I asked.

“Nothing,” Vavok said. “He’s just saving up his electrical charge. So he has enough when the time comes.”

“There!” said Marshal Mebb, extending a full tentacle and pointing downward. “Sergeant Khan is leading the attack.”

I felt afraid to look down.

When I forced myself to, I saw the incongruous sight of an ancient Mongolian horseman charging down an elevated street.

Genghis Khan was followed by the entire company of resistance fighters from the underground bunker. They swarmed in from three directions toward the tallest of the three Port Command buildings.

I tried to find Ack Gubbins among them, but before I could spot him, an enormous explosion pounded my eardrums.

“That’s our cue,” said Marshal Mebb.

“Let’s ride!” yelled Vavok, spurring his mount.

Our fifs all took off at once, like a startled school of fish.

Clenching my teeth, I gripped as hard as I could as we accelerated toward the tower.

Then the fifs turned straight up, toward ninety degrees.

We launched like rockets into the sky.

My stomach dropped, and my vision began to tunnel again.

This time I knew I wouldn’t be able to withstand the g-forces without fainting.

I started looping the reins around my wrists, tying them in knots so I wouldn’t go plummeting off the moment I passed out.

But as my hands struggled to fasten the knots, I felt my body going limp.

Darkness closed in on me.

I dropped into deep unconsciousness.


CHAPTER 22

AVALANCHE

I fell through black nothingness for a while.

Then the ring on my finger reattached me to Nev Everly’s mind.

She was still in the Doorganizer, trying to rescue my sisters.

Apparently she hadn’t gotten my “Get out now!” message.

Nev had dug a trench as deep as she was tall into the pile of stolen stuff, but she still hadn’t reached the bottom edge of the glass cylinder.

So my sisters had not been able to crawl out.

“This isn’t gonna work!” yelled a muffled voice.

Nev looked up at my sister Alice, who had dug a trench of her own on the other side of the glass.

“It’s no use,” shouted Alice. “We’ll never get to the bottom.”

“Squeep! says it’s not much farther,” yelled Nev.

“What gives you so much faith in that stupid lizard?” yelled Alice.

“He’s the only part of any of this that makes sense!”

Alice rolled her eyes.

Then a look of sudden fear overtook her.

“Listen!” she said. “Do you hear that?”

Nev listened.

She heard something like thunder in the distance.

“They’re coming back!” screamed Alice. “Climb out! Climb out now!”

Alice began scaling up the side of her trench.

As Nev turned to do the same, she felt an earthquake roll through the ground below her.

An avalanche of junk rained down.

A dozen objects struck Nev at once.

She drove straight into the assault, climbing up the slope, punching toasters out of her way, and swiping armfuls of junk aside.

She scrabbled up toward the light through a pile of waffle irons.

Her hands fought their way free, and she used them to pull herself up as hard as she could.

Her head cleared the surface.

She looked across the jagged expanse of the Doorganizer at the largest creature she had ever seen.

It was mechanical and made of crystal, all except the head, which looked like a giant one-eyed owl.

And the enormous thing was running straight toward her.
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• • •

I woke up when they started slapping my face.

My eyes opened.

The first thing they saw was how high we were.

Below us, there was nothing but tower scaffolding and emptiness for what looked like a mile.

I turned away from it and saw Marshal Mebb wheeling back a tentacle to slap me again.

“No, wait!” I said. “I’m up! I’m awake.”

Mebb paused his tentacle.

“Are you okay?” said Major Vavok. “What happened?”

Mebb, Vavok, Samurai-Clops, and three of the fifs stood around looking down at me.

We were on a ledge around the underside of the top-load capacitor.

“I passed out from the g-forces,” I said. “I’m only human.”

“Hmm,” said Samurai-Clops. “It was smart tying yourself in.”

Extending one of his bladed appendages, he sliced through the reins tying me to the fourth fif, who I only now realized was still below me.

“Are you still up for this mission?” asked Vavok.

“Absolutely,” I said, climbing off the fif.

“Good,” he said. “Then let’s move.”

We followed Vavok along the rim, to where a ramp of grated metal ascended into the darkness above.

As we started up it, into the capacitor, I glanced back at the others.

Behind Marshal Mebb and Samurai-Clops, the four fifs were following us up the ramp on foot.

“Remember,” said Vavok, “we can get around on the scaffolding, but don’t touch the coils. Anything curly will fry you with a billion gigawatts. Follow me and this should be easy in, easy out.”

We walked up into near total darkness.

“Shh,” said Vavok.

He held up a hand, indicating we should halt.

“Did you hear that?” he whispered.

Ahead of him, I saw something flash.

I heard an electrical squeaking sound.

A bright light slammed into Vavok.

His skeleton flickered within the dark outline of his body.

Then he fell down in front of me on the ramp.

Smoke came up off his body. I felt certain that he was dead.


CHAPTER 23

THE ELECTRIC RATS

The first one came at me fast out of the darkness.

I could only see its eyes.

“Flamenco!” I yelled, aiming my ring.

The giant rat caught my red lightning in midair and sent it back on a wave of whiteness that shattered the ring into pieces and knocked me flat.

I landed hard on the metal grate.

Above me, the air erupted with laser blasts as my companions began to fire. In the flashes, I saw gigantic rats scurrying everywhere, throughout the scaffolding and coils.

I heard noise coming from Vavok, and for a moment I thought he might still be alive.

Then I realized that it was Zingifier Shred, struggling to get out of Vavok’s overcoat.

I reached under the lapel and pulled the light bulb man free.

“What eez happening?” he said.

“Shh!” I said. “Stay dark. It’s the electric rats. If you light up they’ll fire on us.”
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One of the fifs screamed out in pain.

“Fall back!” I heard Marshal Mebb yell. “Retreat!”

Zingifier Shred stayed dark.

A look of horror came over him as he gazed up into the lightning storm within the scaffolding above.

“Zere are too many of zem,” he said. “We are dead.”

“No way,” I said. “I’m going to get you to that magnifying transmitter. You just stay dark and keep your charge ready, okay?”

“Okay,” said Zingifier Shred, clamping all six of his eyes shut.

With lightning and lasers flashing above me, I reached into my pocket and pulled out my wrestling mask.

As I fitted it down over my ears, the screams and squeaks faded under the sounds of Spanish guitar music.

I leapt balletically to my feet.

A rat shot a bolt of lightning at my head.

I dodged it with a flamenco pose.

Then I danced straight toward the rat, leapt into the air, caught hold of a catwalk, and flipped my body up to the next level.

I recalled how when wearing the mask the best thing to do was surrender yourself to the music.

So I let myself go completely to the feeling of the rhythm, until I almost forgot what I was trying to do.

I wasn’t just here to dance.
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The real objective was to get Zingifier Shred to that gemstone.

I pulled myself arm over arm up a high ladder of scaffolding.

I had only twenty yards left to dance to reach the gemstone, when a rat-tail wrapped around my ankle, sending so much electricity into me that I felt sure that I had died.

I fell hard onto the scaffolding.

Rat claws swiped across my face.

The music stopped as my mask fell to pieces off my face.

The rat’s electric eyes blazed down on me.

It smiled, bearing its fangs.

Then it lunged downward to sink its teeth into my stomach.

I heard a loud slicing sound.

The rat’s head tumbled from its shoulders, bounced off my stomach, and rolled away.

Its decapitated body fell in the other direction.

Something had cut it in two.

I looked up.

Grandma stood over me, holding the staff of Star Chamberlain, which looked like an enormous cheese slicer dripping with rat blood.

“My way,” she said, “would have been so much simpler.”

Reaching down, she pulled me to my feet.
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“I suppose that lizard of yours is in charge now,” she said. “I hope he knows what he’s doing.”

“But . . . ,” I said, staring at her. “The Doorganizer. You sent the Crystal Giants to . . .”

“I sent them to free your sisters,” said Grandma. “We may need their help . . . ​now that you’ve ruined my plan. Speaking of which, take this.”

Grandma handed me something.

I looked down at the silver makeup compact.

“Now go,” she said. “Finish what you started. I’ll handle the vermin.”

“Thank you, Grandma,” I said.

“GO!” she yelled, vaulting sideways off the scaffolding.

She fell through space into the middle of the rat pile and landed swinging her cheese slicer, cutting them to pieces as they swarmed in on her.

It looked like my commando squad had all retreated or been struck down.

Now it was just Grandma versus the rats.

I turned and ran toward the gemstone.

When I reached it, I held Zingifier Shred as close to it as I could.

“Capitaine!” I yelled. “Wake up! It’s time.”

Zingifier Shred opened his eyes.

A tendril of electricity came out of his side.

He used it like an arm to salute me.

Then the tendril attached itself to the gemstone, and Zingifier Shred began to drain himself out from his bulb and into the magnifying transmitter.

I looked down through the scaffolding.

Several rats had bitten Grandma, and I could see her skeleton flashing inside the dark shape of her body. Yet she went on swinging her cheese slicer, artfully butchering her assailants into a sparky pile of rat pieces.

There was a dull thump from inside the gemstone.

Zingifier Shred shot out from it and back into the bulb.

“Run!” he said, floating out of my hand. “Eet’s time to get out of here!”

He drifted up and away like a stray balloon.

Then the whole place blew apart.

The shell of the capacitor cracked open like an egg.

Grandma and the rats dropped out of the bottom.

They became a fireball as they plummeted, with Grandma in the center jabbing and slashing with her flaming cheese slicer.

They dropped thousands and thousands of feet.

I felt the entire framework breaking away beneath me.

Soon I would fall too.

I looked at my hand and saw the makeup compact.

I tried the latch.

It opened.

Squeep! sprang out and wrapped his lower legs around my finger.

I was falling through the air now, but I still watched Squeep!

He took out a kazoo and began to blow into it.

I could barely hear any sound, but I figured that that was because I was losing consciousness.

Right before I passed out I felt myself land softly on something enormous and green.
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PART 3
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THE SUMMONING
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CHAPTER 24

PROJECT REDACTED

Four weeks later, on a Thursday evening, my parents took me to the middle school for the science fair awards.

I sat in the back beside Baby Lu in her car seat.

“You look very nice,” said my mom.

I had shined my shoes and wore a jacket and tie with pressed dress pants. My beard was neatly trimmed. I had even combed my hair, though it had already sprung back into its usual messy shape.

We were picking up Nev, so I didn’t want to show up looking like a complete hobo.

My dad pulled up to the Everlys’ house on Christopher Street and honked the horn. Nev came out.

Of course, her outfit blew mine away by a million miles. She looked like some sort of 1960s fashion executive.

“Wowee,” said my mom as Nev climbed into the back seat. “Such a beautiful dress.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Conklin,” said Nev. “I decided to go all out, since we’re going to have our picture in the paper.”

“Yes, congratulations,” said my mom. “First place in the school science fair!”

“Well, first place for the sixth grade,” said my dad. “Not the whole school.”

My mom shot him a dirty look.

“But, uh, I mean,” he said, “I’m sure your project is really . . . very nice.”

“Dad,” I said, “I think even you will be impressed. It’s a pretty good project. We worked really hard on it.”

“And you say all your conclusions are backed up mathematically?” asked Dad.

“Yup,” I said. “But that’s mostly thanks to Nev. She’s the math whiz.”

Nev smiled at me.

“Hmm,” said my dad. “Well, I look forward to examining your research.”

The middle school looked different in the evening, and it felt strange walking down its corridors.

We followed the Science Fair signs to the gymnasium, where all the projects had been set up.

Entering, we strolled through rows of triptychs set up on folding tables.

I spotted the second-place winners, Willow Johansen and Felix, who had done their project on enzymes that alleviate constipation in lizards.

Willow gave me a dirty look. Felix smiled, though not at me.

His eyes lit up at the sight of my dad, his scientific hero, Happy Conklin Senior. Felix looked completely starstruck.

“Hey, what’s going on by our project?” said Nev.

There was some sort of commotion happening around the table with our triptych on it.

Ms. Prince and another science teacher stood around arguing with Principal Kellogg, and as I got closer I saw why.

Behind our project stood FBI agent Frank Segar, along with a man in a black suit. They had blocked out the title of our project with thick black tape.
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The man stood over our research paper, redacting our conclusions line by line.

“Let’s everybody calm down,” said Principal Kellogg.

“You can’t do this!” shouted Ms. Prince. “That’s scientific research.”

“Now it’s classified research,” said Frank Segar.

“What?” shouted Nev. “That’s bogus!”

“Sorry,” said Frank. “But this information poses a direct threat to public safety.”

“You can’t just black out all our work,” said Nev.

“Son of a gun,” said my dad.

He was grinning from ear to ear.

“What are you smiling about?” I asked.

“You guys really must have done some good work,” he said, “if they’re this afraid of it becoming public.”

“I told you it was good,” I said.

“I believe it,” said my dad. “Great job, Happy. I’m proud of you.”

I smiled at him.

He reached out to put his hand on my shoulder, but before he could, someone brushed in between us and took my dad’s hand.

“Sir!” said Felix, vigorously shaking my dad’s hand. “I am actually your biggest fan in the world.”

“Oh?” said my dad.

“Actually, I can’t even believe I’m actually meeting the one and only actual Hap Conklin!”

“Well, not the one and only,” said Dad, glancing at me. “But it’s always nice to meet a scientific admirer.”

“Admirer?” said Felix. “More like a disciple, actually. Your research has been such a profound inspiration.”

Felix was still pumping my dad’s hand when something strange happened.

They both stopped moving at the same time.

Dad and Felix stood frozen, mid-handshake, as though someone had pressed pause on the video.

“Uh, guys?” I said. “Guys, what’s wrong?”

“Happy?” I heard Nev scream. “Happy!”

I looked toward her, across a crowd of completely motionless people.

Aside from Nev and me, every kid and adult in the room looked like statues.

“What’s going on?” cried Nev.

“I don’t know,” I said.

“I’m freaking out,” she said. “I don’t like this at all.”

Then came a blinding flash.

A silent bolt of white lightning struck an empty part of the gymnasium floor.

A dark, hooded figure stood before us.

It wore the unmistakable robe of Star Chamberlain.
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CHAPTER 25

THE NEW STAR CHAMBERLAIN

“Oh,” I said, sighing with relief. “It’s just you.”

Kayla pulled back her hood.

“Hey, Hap,” she said.

“Kayla!” said Nev. “You nearly scared us to death.”

“I didn’t know you were working today,” I said.

“We both are,” said Kayla. “The Emperor wants to see us right away.”

“We’re kind of in the middle of something here,” I said.

“I’ll have you back before anyone even knows you’re gone,” said Kayla. “I promise.”

“Nev too?” I said.

“No,” said Kayla. “He only asked for the five of us.”

“Wait,” I said. “We can’t just leave her here with everybody else in the school frozen.”

“Oh, yes you can,” said Nev, grinning. “This is the chance of a lifetime!”

“What are you going to do?” I laughed.

Nev’s eyes gleamed.

She glanced over at the two men censoring our science project.

“You’ll see when you get back,” she said.

“Come on,” said Kayla. “We’ve got to go.”

I hurried over to her.

Kayla put her left arm around me and made a gesture in the air with her right.

White lightning flashed from the ring on her finger.

Suddenly we were on the back of an enormous O-ra lizard, biting its tail as it turned in a circle.

We rotated out of the gymnasium, through a portal across the galaxy.

An instant later, we were sailing through the blue skies of Planet Vlosp.
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“Wow,” I said. “I hope I never get used to this.”

We flew directly over the ruins of the old Port Command.

That was the last place that I, or anybody else, ever saw Grandma.

Since the tower would never need to be rebuilt, the Emperor was converting the remains of the structure into apartments.

The O-ra descended slowly toward the palace.

The Imperial Guard had assembled to greet us.

The Imperial and Resistance forces had been combined, and I saw several of my old companions, including Marshal Mebb and Zingifier Shred. Major Vavok was still recovering at the military hospital.

After we dismounted, they all saluted Kayla, who was their new second-in-command.

She saluted them back as we hurried along.

Beyond them, we passed a group of intragalactic dignitaries.

I exchanged a nod with Ack Gubbins, who was now his star system’s ambassador.

A last row of guards parted their swords to allow us up the steps into the huge front entryway of the palace, where Eliza, Beth, and Alice stood waiting for us.

“Whoa!” I said, seeing how Beth had transformed herself again.

“Do you like it?” she asked.

She shook her long hair, which was now bright blue and covered with living and fluttering monarch butterflies.

Lately, she had been experimenting with changing her own appearance while she slept, through lucid dreaming exercises.

“Mom’s going to kill you when she sees that,” I said.

“I’ll just take a nap and fix it before she does,” said Beth.

“Come on,” said Kayla. “We’re keeping him waiting.”

The others and I exchanged a look. Kayla was getting a little bossy in her new role as Galactic Chief of Intelligence.

We passed through a huge, exquisitely decorated great hall.

“Doesn’t it bother you guys?” said Eliza, when we had crossed halfway through. “This was all supposed to be ours! The palaces, the ships, the planets. The whole galaxy was supposed to belong to us! We were intended to be rulers here. Instead we’re just the Emperor’s servants.”

“Are you sure we were intended to be rulers?” asked Beth.

“Of course we were,” said Eliza. “That was Grandma’s plan.”

“I’m not so sure it was,” said Beth.

“I know what you mean,” said Alice. “Sometimes I wonder if this was the outcome that Grandma wanted all along.”

“Boy,” I said, “you guys talk about Grandma like she was some kind of world-building mastermind. But really she was just nuts.”

“She was more than that,” said Eliza. “People who are ‘just nuts’ don’t change the whole galaxy.”

“I think this was Grandma’s plan all along,” said Beth, “but only one of us here knows whether or not that’s true.”

We all looked at Kayla.

“Sorry,” she said, shrugging. “That’s classified information.”

“Ha!” said Alice. “I always knew you’d end up becoming a cop.”

“Alice,” I said, “with thieves like you at large, the galaxy needs a cop like Kayla.”

Alice grinned proudly.

We entered the throne room and approached His Royal Highness.

Luckily, the new Emperor had discontinued the Sublime Genuflection, and all that bowing and scraping protocol.

Now you could just walk up and look him in the eye.

He sat atop his throne on a tray of pebbles, with a small water dish.

He had a single royal attendant who would occasionally feed him a live insect.

“Your Highness,” said Kayla.

“Hi, Squeep!” I said.

He smiled up at me.

“So,” I said. “What do you need us to do?”
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