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Chapter 1

Look out, Your Honor!



I pull into the county courthouse parking lot a half hour early. I’ve had Ice Cube’s It Was a Good Day on repeat the entire drive, because it’s a good day. I have jury duty.

If I were on trial, I probably would have played I Fought the Law the whole way. It’s something I’ve always wanted to do, blare that song while I pull up to court. I know it’s cliche. Sue me (then I can do it forreal).

I slip my sunglasses off. They don’t match first of all, and B) I saw that episode of the Simpsons where Homer gets in trouble for wearing glasses in court. His had fake eyes so he could doze instead of paying attention. Wait, I should have thought of that. Nevermind. I’m not gonna need ‘em. I’m gonna be riveted, I just know it.

I’ve been told to dress in a “manner respectful of the court” so I decided to wear the best outfit I have. I bought it as a costume for a Christmas party four years ago. It’s the same getup Cousin Eddie wears in that one scene in Christmas Vacation. Kelly green pants, a thin white sweater that’s a size too small, a black turtleneck dickie. I even have the shoes, plastic white squaretoe jobbies with big gold buckles. It can’t get anymore respectful.

I wait in line to get my juror nametag. “Fk around and got a triple-double,” I mutter as I step up to the counter. These are the only lyrics I can remember from It was a Good Day; aside from the part about getting a beep from Kim. I don’t want to say those though, in case anyone in the courthouse is named Kim.

“I’m sorry?” the cheerful little clerk says. She’s a plump grandmotherly woman. She has no business listening to Ice Cube. “Was that Ice Cube?” she presses. “I love that song.” She proceeds to recite the next few bars.

“Damn.” I squint at her nametag. “Linda. You go girl.”

She gives a slight bow, flashing a pretty sweet Rolex. “What’s your juror number?”

“Lucky one oh nine bay-bee! Like the cleaning stuff.”

Linda shakes her head. “You’re thinking of formula 409.”

“Linda, please, I’m pretty sure it’s 109.”

Linda produces a bottle of 409.

I wag my finger at her. “Linda, Linda. Nothing gets by you. That’s why they pay you the big bucks.”

She beams and slides my nametag across the counter. “That way and to your right. The metal detectors.”

“Linda, you’re the best.”

I walk over to where she indicated. There is a big sign with huge red circle with line through it superimposed over a phone. NO CELLPHONES OR LAPTOPS BEYOND THIS POINT. I expected this but it still sucks. The courthouse is a Pokemon Go gym and I need the coins.

“Just a second,” I say to the security guard. “Gotta take over the court for team Valor.”

“Hell no,” he says. “Team Instinct.” Ugh. Whatever. I finish knocking out his full level Slaking before sticking my highest rated Blissey in the gym. Take that, sucker.

“Cellphone please,” he says smugly. I know he’s going to immediately reclaim the gym. God what a jerk.

There’s only one way to deal with a guy like him. “If it rings? It’s Michelle Branch. Tell her I’m busy performing my sacred duty to the law.”

“Who is Michelle Branch?” he scoffs.

I can’t believe this. This is the guy who should be on trial. “Michelle Branch. Everywhere. The Game of Love with Santana. Come on. All You Wanted. I know you know that one.”

“Ah yeah. How’s that go?”

I sing a few lines of the chorus for him.

“Yeah, yeah, right, that’s a good song. You could use some singing lessons though.”

I consider asking him for his badge number. Nah, it’s a good day. I’m not going to go Karen mode. I smile and move on through the line. He gives me a claim ticket for later.

I make my way to the jury box. Front row baby. I take my seat and wish I had my phone so I could browse the great articles on Wikipedia dot org. Oh well. Within minutes I’m surrounded by my peers.

“All rise for the Honorable Kris King,” the bailiff announces. The judge is a thin man with a thinner swoop of salt and pepper hair. He wears little glasses that he peers at us through before banging his gavel and inviting us to sit.

The plaintiff is Tom and Nancy McNeese, a WASPy couple in their sixties. Because they are well-to-do they have time to be healthy and could be ten years younger for all I know but I assume not. They’re represented by Kim Williamson, Esq., who looks almost exactly like Ally McBeal with darker hair.

The defendant is Scott Wojoseki, a tall drink of water who looks like the sexy cowboy dude from Lost. Sawyer or whatever. I can tell he’s innocent because he looks like Scott who works at Pizza7, the guy who always gives me a free soda when I buy two slices. He looks a lot like that Scott. He even has the teardrop face tattoo.

Oh god. What if it’s the same Scott? I had to affirm I didn’t know either party and I assumed it was some other Scott Wojoseki. Alright. Alright. We’ll play it cool. I don’t really know him all that well anyway.

He’s being accused of breaking and entering, criminal trespass, and burglary of the McNeeses’s home. I’ve seen how much dough moves through Pizza7. Scott would never.

I slam my hands on the railing. “I want the TRUTH!” I yell doing my best Tom Cruise.

Judge King pounds his gavel. “Mr. Watson, one more outburst like that and I’ll have the bailiff escort you directly to the holding facility. Am I clear? You are to remain silent as a juror.”

I don’t realize how lucky I am to not be held in contempt, and how unlucky I am that the judge knows my name.

“Geez, what’s his problem?” I mumble to the woman next to me. She’s a severe looking woman named Dorthea with a sweet red hat. She has a really cool peacock brooch pinned to her violet jacket. She just glares at me. Fine.

We have to sit through several boring hours of evidence. There’s video of Scott entering the McNeese home. Him leaving with a cartoonish bag filled with stuff. Kim makes us listen to a forensics expert explain they found fibers that match his denim vest, that blood they found on the shards from the window he broke matches his. She wants us to believe Scott is guilty. I’m not convinced in the slightest.

“That’s enough for today. I have to go pl…I have to contemplate what we’ve heard here,” Judge King says suddenly, slipping his phone into his pocket.

“Hey, how come he gets a phone?” I whisper to Dorthea.

“He’s the judge,” she says flatly, as if that explains everything.

King pounds his gavel and we’re dismissed.



In the parking lot, I run into Kim.

“Sup, Kim?” I say waving at her. She’s one of my many weaknesses: a spiky heeled brunette in a position of authority.

She lowers her shades. “Ah, Juror number 109. i don’t believe we’re on a first name basis,” she says icily.

She stares at me like an angry viper. She’s very pretty. “Sorry. Miss Williamson. Good lawyering today,” I muse while working up the courage to ask, “Say, you wanna go get a bite? There’s an IHOP a few blocks from here that makes-“

“Do you have any idea how inappropriate this is?”

“Women are always saying that to me,” I mutter under my breath.

“Excuse me?”

I rally. “Yeah, they make these blueberry waffles that are so good. I know, it’s the IHOP, not the Waffle House, so you’d think their waffles would be inferior but, trust me.”

She stares at me for a second and I can tell she’s tempted. She’s cool though so she plays it cool. “We could have finished today if you hadn’t rudely sighed every fifteen seconds.”

“What?” I draw myself up, mildly offended. “I only sighed one time. Every other time it was Earl. He has undiagnosed COPD you know.” She stares. “He can’t help it.” She’s got a great poker face. “I told him to get it checked out.”

I see Judge King exit the courtroom behind her. He’s wearing a Boston Celtics sweat band on his head and carrying a squash racquet. I should see if he wants to teach me how to play. No, I gotta focus.

“It was you,” Kim says finally.

“Nuh-uh. Look,” I open my mouth so she can see that I am incapable of multiple sighs.

“Yes, it’s a lovely mouth, please close it.” She opens her car door. “Goodbye, 109. Don’t screw up tomorrow.”

She slams the door shut and I watch as her cherry red Porsch screeches out of the lot. Her license plate reads NOQDPRQO. God she’s so cool.

“The defense motions for a mistrial,” Llewellyn Stanley says smugly. Scott is cool but his lawyer is an absolute tool.

“You can’t be serious,” Kim says.

“She tampered with the jury,” Stanley replies. “I have evidence to prove it.” He holds up his iPhone. It’s showing a picture of Kim and me hanging around her car.

“Hang on, I can explain,” Kim says.

I nudge Dorthea. “She’s into me.”

Dorthea frowns and shakes her head. “Child, she most definitely is not.”

“There’s more,” Stanley says. He hits play on his phone.

“It’s a lovely mouth,” Kim says from the recording.

“Clearly, the plaintiff’s counsel is trying to influence the verdict by flirting with Juror 109.”

Kim looks at me. “That’s not the whole situation. 109, tell the court what really happened.”

Everyone looks at me. “Objection!” I shout. “That’s not my real name.”

Kim rolls her eyes. “Mister Watson, tell the court what really happened.”

I nudge Dorthea again. “See? She knows my name.”

“It’s on your nametag,” Kim says dangerously.

I stand up. “You know what? I plead the fifth. I’m not the one on trial here!” I shoot finger guns at the judge. It was a pretty great comeback, after all, there’s no way he can deny it.

“Mister Watson, my chambers, NOW,” he growls, crooking his finger at me. Dorthea has no inclination of moving for me, so I hop over the railing and follow King.

He sits behind a wide mahogany desk glaring at me. I don’t understand what he’s so bent out of shape about. “Close the door.”

I do so and sit. He smiles. “That was a pretty great comeback out there.”

“Right?”

He nods. “Good work.”

I sober. “Is Ki-er-Miss Williamson going to be in trouble?”

He shakes his head. “No, but I do have to dismiss the case, unfortunately.”

“Whew,” I say, relaxing. “I was going to be pretty bummed if she got in trouble. There’s no way she’d go get waffles with me if I got her in trouble.”

“Son,” King says, leaning forward. “There is absolutely no way she’s ever going to get waffles with you.”

I’m crestfallen. “Oh.”

King takes sympathy on me. “Tell you what. We’ll make a big scene. I know that will make you feel better. Storm out of here.”

This lifts my spirits. I know exactly what to say.

“No,” King says. He can read my mind. Of course he can. He’s a judge. “Don’t do ‘you can’t handle the truth’.” He sees me select my backup plan. “Or ‘i’m out of order? No, you’re out of order!’ Those are cliches.” He does a pretty good Pacino impression. “Think of something better.”

It takes only a moment, but I have it. “One more thing?” I ask. He gestures and I write a note, fold it, and slide it across his desk.

He reads it, quirks an eyebrow, and nods. “This’ll play.”

I nod along with him. “So, Celtics fan?”

He freezes. I feel bad for embarrassing him. I wasn’t trying to. “My grandkids got it for me because I like the color green.”

“You’re a good man, Judge.”

He nods again. “Alright, let’s get this moving. I have…an appointment.” He smiles conspiratorially. I think about asking him if I can come but I don’t want to push it.

I fling open his door.

“No! It’s a trick question!” I scream at him. He stares blankly back. I urge him to do his part and he gives me a tiny headshake. He doesn’t know it. And I was beginning to think he was cool. I roll my eyes and soldier on.

“’Cause Chevy didn’t make a 327 in ’55. The 327 didn’t come out til ’62. And it wasn’t offered in the Bellaire with the 4-barrel carburetor til ’64. However, in 1964 the correct ignition timing would be 4 degrees before top dead center.”

He spreads his hands.

Seriously? Who doesn’t know My Cousin Vinny?!

He regains composure. “That’s it!” He shouts. “I’m sentencing you to five years! No parole! Get out of my chambers!” He pounds his desk and winks at me.

I gesture at the paper. He’d almost forgot. He grabs a big volume of the Code of Laws and chucks it at me. “I’m throwing the book at you Watson! You’re finished.”

God, what a great Judge.

Kim is waiting for me in the parking lot.

“You!” She holds her hands up to my neck like she’s going to strangle me. She resists before she actually touches me.

“Kim,” I say morosely. “I don’t think this is gonna work. I dunno if you heard, but Judge King just sentenced me to five years without parole.” I flash him a secret thumbs up as he slips onto his Beemer, no doubt heading for the YMCA.

“Then why are they letting you leave?”

I scoff. “Because I’m trustworthy. A fact you can’t seem to remember,” I say sulkily.

“Oh my god. I’m going to destroy you.”

I gasp. “That’s a very mean thing to say.”

“I was going to make partner after this!”

I shake my head. “Wow. Partner for making an innocent man go to jail. How noble.”

Kim recoils like I slapped her. “Innocent! We have a mountain of evidence!”

I hold up a finger. “No. The McNeeses are good people. They have a reputation. Scott’s a good guy. He’s just taking the fall to keep them from soiling their good name.”

She blinks, “That doesn’t—“

She’s interrupted by Scott. “Hey, thanks, man, you really saved me in there.”

Kim’s eyes dart between us. “Wait. Do you two know each other?” Kim lights up with glee. “Do you have any idea how illegal this is?”

“Hey, lady, this guy’s a hero,” Scott slaps my back. What a guy.

A beat up toyota truck squeaks to a stop behind is. An illuminated Pizza7 sign is on its roof. “I have a pizza for, uh, Earl?” Scott says, screwing his face up as he reads the receipt. “That any of you?”

Kim is dumbfounded. “You could be twins,” she breathes.

Defendant Scott and Pizza Scott look at each other. In exactly the same voice, they say, “we look nothing alike.”

I’m unbelievably relieved I haven’t committed perjury. “Earl’s inside, Scott.” My friend the pizza man nods and enters the courtroom.

“So Kim, I mean, Miss Williamson, I was thinking—“ I turn to face her but her Porsche is leaving the parking lot.

“She’s so into you, dude,” Scott says. “Well. See ya later.”

We shake hands.

I’m sitting in IHOP enjoying some chocolate chip waffles. It’s been amazing being a part of the legal process. Everything has been exactly as I dreamed.

These waffles are courtesy of the $144 dollar stipend I earned for my service. What a great country we live in.

I keep looking up whenever I hear the door opening. Kim’s gonna show up any minute now and apologize for threatening to destroy me. I know she’s not mean. Just passionate.

My phone rings. I smile. I answer it.

“Michelle! Yeah, you’re never gonna believe this….”







Chapter 2

Look out, John Robin!



It is a glorious day on the deck of the Grey Opal.

“Man what a great boat!” I yell over the gunwale.

“She’s a ship, mate.” A familiar voice says behind me.

I turn to face: “Jack Spa–!”

He holds up a finger. “’Ang on. Ya can’t say it, lest, ya know?” He holds his hands up to his bandana like mouse ears.

“I don’t get it Ja–”

He interrupts me again, his eyes darting around. “It’s John, mate. John Robin.”

“Ohhhh, I get it.” I wink at him. “An alias.”

“Something like that,” the pirate replies.

“Pretty sweet guyliner you have there. I don’t think I could pull it off but it really brings out your eyes.”

Before John can say anything one of the hottest women I have ever seen slides down from the rigging nearby. “Oh my god,” I say with my eyes popping out of my head like that cartoon wolf. “Keir-“

“A-buh-buh!” John Robin holds up a quelling finger. “This is Ellie Duck.”

I laugh. “Is everyone bird named on this ship?”

Ellie and John trade a look as if I’m ridiculous. “Let me guess, Miami Blossom is Bill Tern-er!” They do not think I am clever which offends me deeply.

“Who is Miami Blossom, mate?”

“John, please,” I roll my eyes. “You are the worldliest pirate in the world.”

John turns to Ellie. “Ha! See! He has heard of me.”

“As I was saying,” I say bitterly. “You are worldliest pirate in the world, so you must know: Miami Blossom is the non-infringing name of the actor who plays Legolas in the hit film franchise, The Lord of the Rings. I’m assuming he’s-“

“Oh please don’t make the stupid joke again,” Ellie complains and I fall deeper in love. “Is he allowed to say Legolas?”

“I think so,” John says with hesitation. “I don’t think the Brothers are very litigious.”

“You know what I just realized? You’re calling yourself John and-“

Ellie interrupts me again. “Enough of this, it’s overstaying its welcome. The third leg of our love triangle is Gil Switcher, and he is Herman Bahamas.”

The man who looks suspiciously like Geoffery Rush swaggers over. “Yar, it be a dreadful name, isn’t it. Alas.”

“It’s okay you’re my favorite, you can get away with it,” I say but I wink at Keir—er Ellie. She scoffs. “Say, where’s the monkey? I’ve always wanted to hang out with a monkey.”

Bahamas sneers. “John!” He bellows. “We have to keep the joke in place y’see?”

The little monkey scampers from somewhere and climbs on Herman’s shoulder.

This is incredible. “John the Monkey! What a delight. Eek eek!” I wave at the small primate.

John the Monkey shrieks at me and makes a very rude hand gesture that D***** would not approve of at all. Everyone laughs but me. People are always saying “never meet your heroes” and I always hated that advice, but, man, they were right about John the Monkey.

“Look, I want to use that cool compass to figure out what my heart’s desire is.”

“I bet you would,” John says. “No chance.”

I figured he’d say that, but I have an ace up my sleeve. “Well I challenge you to a game of Liar’s Dice for a chance to use it.” A hush falls over the crew.

I know John can’t resist. His eyes glitter greedily. “And in return?”

I had expected this too. I pull out my wallet. “It’s my Ace Hardware store propane punch card,” I say, waving it for all to see. “As you can see it’s got five punches in it, which means the next tank is free.”

Herman gasps. “It be the helpful place!” There is a general murmur of approval from the crew.

John, however, is unimpressed. “What else ya got?”

I thought maybe pirates would leap at the chance for a free tank of propane even though it’s a low ball offer. I’m prepared to up the ante. “Alright I can see you’re a man of taste. How about this 1987 Barry Bonds #320 card? Signed.” I look smugly at the gathered crewmen. “He played for the Pirates then, you know.”

“That card is worth thousands!” Ellie exclaims. The crew is stunned silent. “What because I’m a woman I’m not supposed to know about baseball cards?” The crew mutters that she has a point.

John remains unmoved. “And?”

“Playing hardball eh?” I say grudgingly. “Okay John. I’ll throw in my Barnes and Noble membership card.”

He crosses his arms and shakes his head. “You know what I’m looking for, mate.” His eyes flare avariciously.

“No,” I growl.

“Oh yes. The insurance.”

I sigh and slide my medical insurance card out of the wallet. I place the stack of cards on an overturned barrel. “The dice?” The pirates produced cups of dice. “Gil’s not playing? He was pivotal in the Davy Jones Liar’s Dice scene.”

“He’s worried about yer impression,” Bahamas says.

“What!” I exclaim. “My impressions are good!”

Herman Bahamas makes the so-so hand gesture while grimacing. Sheesh, what a bunch of critics.

Ellie, Herman, John and me roll our dice. I, being the challenger, bid first. “Twenty ones!” I declare.

John is dubious. “You can’t be serious.” He peeks at his hand and narrows his eyes. “There’s no way. You’re lying.”

Everyone reveals their dice. There are indeed twenty ones.

“How did you—!” Ellie gasps.

“I’m good at this game,” I say and hold my hand out to John. He passes me the compass. The needle is pointing at Ellie.

“Oh for God’s sakes,” she says. “Not again.”

“Wait, hang on,” Bahamas says. “Step aside lass.” Ellie moves and the arrow doesn’t follow her. She relaxes visibly. “We follow the lad’s heart’s desire!” A cheer erupts from the Opal’s crew.

I snatch John’s hat and put it on my head. “Look at me! I am the captain now!”

“Thas not—“ John begins to say but Herman cuts him off.

“Yar. His desire, his boat.”

I beam. John the Monkey leaps onto my shoulder and shakes his fists triumphantly. This goes to show that if you do meet your heroes, all you need to so is wear a sweet pirate hat first.

“This is going to take us way off course!” John Robin complains.

I roll my eyes. “Dude the needle barely moved. It’ll be fine.”

He gives me a long explanation about how tiny changes in navigational heading results in hundreds of miles of difference the further you go. It sounds boring because it is boring. I sigh loudly several times before he gives up and sits on a barrel to pout.

“Come about 2 degrees to port!” I yell.

Bahamas looks at me forlornly. “Best let me handle this lad.”

I spend the next several hours telling the crew everything I know about the golden age of pirates, like Calico Jack Rackham and Charles Vane. “There are even lady pirates like you,” I say to Ellie with a wink. “Like Anne Bonny.” She gives me a disgusted look but I know she’s starting to warm up to me. “Anyway you guys should check out the hit TV show Black Sails for a pretty good dramatization of all this. It’s on Starz.”

The two idiot pirates no one knows the names of look up at the sky and then back to me with confusion. I laugh because they are such funny buffoons. “Say, speaking of Bonny, you guys wanna sing some shanties?”

“Yer the cap’n lad!” Bahamas says with a piratical laugh and we have a great time belting out My Bonny Lies Over the Ocean and What Do You Do With a Drunken Sailor? and the Wellerman, of course. Everyone is singing except John who’s really starting to be annoying by being such a poor sport.

I’m trying to teach them Barrett’s Privateers when we spot land. I’m thankful because it was getting frustrating. The idiot pirates kept laughing at 1778 for some reason. I make them row us to shore as punishment.

“At last!” I exclaim. “My true heart’s desire! Behold!” I sweep my arm theatrically at the Long John Silver’s behind me.

No one reacts.

“Are all of you seriously telling me you’re not excited for pirate themed fast food?”

“I’m not eating here,” Ellie says with a grimace.

“Miss Duck,” I say imploringly. “You will enjoy this. It’s not the 2000s any more, you’re allowed to have actual calories. The patriarchy, am I right?”

Bahamas, easily the coolest of the assembled pirates says, “aye, it don’t smell half bad.”

“That’s the spirit Herman!” I say clapping my hands together. “Listen the chicken planks rule. Get it planks?” Man these pirates are a tough crowd. “They come in giant cardboard treasure chests!”

This gets them excited. Should’ve lead with the treasure thing I guess. Only Ellie and John are unimpressed.

“Look, Ellie, just try a hush puppy and then I’ll leave you alone.”

She’s aghast. “They serve dog here?”

“Ellie, what! No it’s just deep fried bread dough and it’s so good.”

“You’re disgusting!” she replies.

“Women are always saying that to me.” I sigh.

“Excuse me?”

I shake my head. “One hush puppy. And I’ll never speak to you again. Deal?”

She crosses her arms and frowns but says, “Fine.”

A few minutes later, I’m standing on a table teaching the crew the themesong to their movie. They don’t know it for some reason which is a crime. “Duh-duh-dah-na-na nuh-nuh na nuhnuh!” I chant and even the Long John Silvers employees are singing. It’s great. “Pretty good everyone. You should hear the DJ Tiesto remix of this song, it’s extra sick.”

All the pirates cheer and continue eating. Ellie is eating a third hush puppy and I wink at her. She gestures at me rudely. I see John Robin sitting forlornly in a corner. I sigh. “John the Monkey, take over, I’ll be right back.”

I slide into John the Pirate’s booth. “Robin, what’s wrong buddy?”

“It’s me crew, mate. They like you better’n me.”

I put my hands on my hips. “John Marie Robin, now that just is not true. They just have not known the joy that is chicken planks. Don’t sweat it.”

He sighs sadly and let me tell you there’s nothing sadder than a depressed pirate. “John buddy, they call it a jolly roger. Not a pouty roger.” He doesn’t like my gentle ribbing. I see a Party City store across the lot and get a brilliant idea. “John, we’re gonna fix this, come with me.”

“What’s the use!”

I draw myself up. “Is this mutiny, then?” A hush falls over the restaurant. In other circumstances I would make a great hush puppy joke but I am a magnanimous captain.

John’s eyes dart between the members of the crew and me. The two idiot pirates hold up plastic cutlery and menace John. Love those guys.

“Course not,” John Robin says too loudly. “Whatever you say….captain.”

As we exit Bahamas gives me a searching look. I thumbs him up. He shrugs and begins playing Liar’s Dice with some of the crew and they are betting on chicken planks. I’m jealous but John and I are on a mission.

“This’ll work, trust me.”

Back on the Opal, we have lasers and a fog machine going. John the Monkey helped hang an awesome mirror ball from the mizzen mast. John the Pirate has passed out a bunch of glowsticks to everyone and placed huge barrels with cans of silly string and bottles of bubbles all over. Everyone has silly cardboard pirates hats.

I stand up on the foredeck. “Hear ye hear ye! Because John Robin has arranged this pretty sick Pirate Rave, I feel it is my duty to abdicate my role as captain.”

“Arrgh!” The crew moans.

“Now now!” I hold up a finger. “Don’t argh because it’s over. Yarr because it happened.”

“Yarr!” The crew bellows.

“Thank you.” I turn to my right. “Okay DJ Tiesto, it’s time to get this boat on the road!”

He starts playing the super sweet trance remix of He’s the Pirate. I can say that because of fair use.

John takes the real captain’s hat from me and joins his crew on the main deck for the rave.

I’m leaning on a mast watching my boys have the time of their life. Ellie comes up to me.

“I saw what you did,” she says sweetly and tucks a strand of hair behind her ear. She bats her eyelashes at me. “So…I was wrong about you. Maybe we…could get dinner sometime?”

I ignore her because I promised her I would never speak to her again.

“Have you gone deaf?” She demands.

I don’t understand what she’s so confused about. “Can someone explain to Miss Duck that I am not allowed to speak to her ever again?” John the Monkey leaps from my shoulder to hers and whispers in her ear. “Thanks, John the Monkey, you’re a true friend.”

Ellie rolls her eyes. “I release you from your agreement.”

“Forreal?” I ask but then wince. “Shoot.”

Several pirates point their muskets in the air and blast them. Whoops. Shouldn’t’ve said shoot.

“Yes, silly.” Ellie giggles. “I just need to know one thing.” She pulls out the Compass that Shows Your Hearts Desire and passes it to me. The needle goes from pointing at me to pointing at her. She glows and steps forward to kiss me. Before she does though she notices something.

She steps aside and the needle doesn’t move. She looks at where it’s pointing. “That stupid restaurant?! We’ve just finished eating!”

“It’s really good chicken!” I say sheepishly.

“It is not! It…you…augh!!!”

“You said you wanted to go to dinner!” I retort.

She snatches the compass and the needle goes back to pointing at me. “You’re unbelievable,” she snarls and stalks away.

I sigh. “John the Monkey, I will never understand women.” He pats me on the head. “You’re right John the Monkey. It is a real monkey paw situation. Great joke.” I fist bump him.

I smile as I watch the pirates jig and blow bubbles and shoot silly string and wave their crazy glowsticks. “This really is a great boat.”







Chapter 3

Look out, Gunshot Gulch!



Finally.

I’ve needed a haircut for a while now. I step up to the doors of the establishment. They don’t cover the entirety of the frame and can be opened with a simple creaky push. Ragtime piano is playing, I recognize the tune even. “Everyone loves the Entertainer!” I mutter. But there are a half dozen or so tables with men playing cards and drinking.

“What kinda salon is this?” I grumble at the chaos. Where were the chairs and quippy women and racks of shampoo.

I stride up to the counter.

A sweaty man cleaning a glass grins at me. “What can I do ya fer, stranger?”

“Well,” I say, sitting on one of the stools, “I’m looking for a hair dresser.”

His face bunches up as he thinks. “I don’t know that one.” His grin returns, sheepish. “Then again, all I really gots is beer and whisky.”

“No, no, I’m looking for a person who dresses hair,” I explain.

“Wellsir,” he says scratching his head. “Them ladies upstairs have dresses ‘n hair.” He lowers his voice. “If that’s what yer lookin fer, they’re the best in town.”

I look up at the balcony. A pretty blonde in a red frock with a feather in her hair catches my eye and twinkles her fingers at me. I wave back.

“Right,” the apparent salon owner says. “Can I getcha a drink afore…ya get yer hair dressed?”

I am quite parched. “Hmm, how about a water?”

There’s a record scratch. The guy playing The Entertainer stops. Someone gasps. “crazy sunnuva gun” someone else mutters.

“You sure about that, partner?” the man says.

“You bet,” I say. He slides me a glass and I catch it like they do in the movies. “Say, this looks a lot like chocolate milk. You sure it’s water?”

The proprietor nods solemnly. “I ain’t gonna tell ya yer business, but ya oughta have a beer instead.”

Before I can reply, the pretty blonde slides on the stool next to me. The proprietor winks at me and backs away. “Hey handsome!” she says. “I’m Penelope. Ya fancy some company?” She rests a gloved hand on my wrist.

Wow, the hair dressers here sure are friendly. “Sure we can chat before we get down to business. I’m new in town.”

She laughs lightly. “Yeah, I can see that.” Behind us, a fight breaks out. A table flips over and several glasses break.

“Yew cheatin–,” one guy says but he eats a punch to the face. Someone shouts “yee haw!” and the two men roll around on the floor.

“Hey! Ya’ll better take that outside ‘fore I call the sheriff!” the proprietor bellows.

One of the guys wipes blood away from his nose. “Sorry, Sam,” he says.

The other guy spits out a tooth into a spittoon and it goes pa-ting. “Yeah, sorry,” he says. They help each other right the table and sit back down to continue their game. The put their cool cowboy hats back on. Dudes rock.

“Men,” Penelope says fluttering her eyelashes sweetly. “Did ya’ll play cards yet?”

I shake my head. “Nah, I came looking for you first thing.” I wink and she blushes. I know this game, she’s angling for a tip, but I’m still flattered. “Do you play cards?”

“Oh, honey, I know alll kindsa games. I’m very good at poker,” she says as if that means something.

“That’s cool. Do you know Magic: the Gathering?”

Penelope’s smile fails her. “Magic the what?”

“Oh wow, a first timer,” I say and she snorts for some reason. “Anyway it’s this really cool card game where you use colors and lands to summon creatures to do battle.”

“Sounds very complicated.”

I nod. “Yeah it can be.” She seems into it though. “Say, would you like to play a round before you take care of me?”

“It’s your dime, honey,” she says with a laugh.

I guess it makes sense that she’d consider a game on the clock. “Well in that case, we need to find some boosters. Do you know where the best place to get them might be?”

She blinks at me. “Well I guess we could try Malcolm’s drug store. He sells everything there!”

I clap my hands and rub em together. “Great! Wanna lead the way?”

She pauses and her smile fails her utterly. “Bless your heart, you really don’t know what’s goin on here do ya?” My head turns into a question mark and she pinches my cheek. “Well ain’t you just the cutest.” She kisses me on the same cheek. Wow they really are friendly here. “Tell ya what,” she whispers. “Ya’ll come up stairs with me and it’ll be on the house.”

“Wow, Penelope, that’s awful generous of you,” I say. “I don’t think I could let you do that. A gentleman always-”

The room suddenly became weirdly quiet. I look around and there’s an imposing guy in a black duster standing in the doorway.

“Penny. Who the heck is this?” Except he didn’t say heck. He said the H-E-double-hockey sticks word.

“C’mon, Sidewinder, I’m workin’ here,” Penelope says, but I can see she’s tense.

The tough looking guy eyes me. “Not with him you ain’t. Yer my wh-”

“WHOA HEY!” I say standing up and knocking my stool over. “We don’t use that kinda language here,” I say, thrusting a finger into his chest. “The appropriate term is ‘sex worker.’ And Miss Penelope here is just a very good hair dresser, so–”

Sidewinder brushes aside his duster and pats his gun. “I think you oughta step outside, son.” Man he’s got such a cool voice.

I think about what Sam said to the brawlers a few minutes ago. He seems like a cool guy, so I’m gonna respect him. Sidewinder doesn’t wait for me, so I pick up my stool and pretend to dust myself off so everyone knows how nonchalant I am.

“Don’t you know who that is?” Sam says eyes wide. “That’s Cyrus Driscoll. They call him the Sidewinder cuz he’s the fastest draw in Gunshot Gulch.”

“Big deal, if he draws fast it’s probably not any good,” I sniff.

Sam looks at me like I’m crazy. I walk on out of the salon.

Sidewinder is waiting for me in the street. “This town ain’t big enough for the two of us,” he says.

I scoff. “Dude, there’s…seventeen…eighteen…at least twenty-one buildings in this town. There’s plenty of room.” Before he can say anything I realize something. “Oh it says SALOON! That makes so much more sense.” I chuckle.

Sidewinder blinks. “I cain’t wait to kill you boy.”

“Hey, whoa, who said anything about killing? I thought we were having a doodling contest.”

By now a small crowd has gathered on the walkways.

“You ain’t even got a gun do ya?”

“Nope, but I’m curious: do you even have a permit for that thing?”

Sidewinder laughs. “Permit. I ain’t dishonorable though. You can borrow any old gun from any one of these fellers. I’ll return it to him after I put a bullet tween yer eyes.”

“Anyone?” I ask, surveying the crowd.

“Did I stutter, Crazy Boots?”

“Crazy boots is such a terrible insult.” I wave him off before he can reply, I’m getting pretty annoyed by this guy. “Alright, I’ve decided.” I point at him. “I want your gun.”

Sidewinder frowns. “You cain’t have my gun.”

“You said I could borrow anyone’s gun, didn’t you.” I raise my voice. “And I thought you said you ain’t dishonorable. Pfffft!”

“He’s gotta point, Sidewinder,” the sheriff says.

Sidewinder pulls out his pistol and stalks over to me. He hands it to me butt first. Wow it’s heavy. “Alright, now ya gotta let me borrow a gun right?”

“Yeah, sure,” I say.

He smiles wickedly. “Alright, then I want your gun.”

Augh, I can’t believe he’s tricked me. “Well, that means I get to–”

“Are ya’ll gonna get on with it or not?” someone in the crowd hollers.

“Hey! Who said that!” I yell back. “We’re sorting this out like gentlemen.” I smile at Sidewinder. “Where does that guy get off, am I right?”

“That’s it,” Sidewinder growls and cocks his gun. “Say aydios boy.”

“Now hang on Cyrus,” the sheriff warns. “I’ll take with duelin’ but if ya shoot an unarmed man, that’s murder.” He cocks his own gun. “I don’t takes with murder.”

“Wow all you cowboys are CUH-RAZY,” I shout.

Suddenly, there’s a crash as the side of a building erupts. A minotaur has kool-aid manned his way into the street. “Who said that!” He demands. “Who used the c-word.”

This feller means business. I’m not tussling with that. “He did!” I point at Sidewinder.

The minotaur snorts and a cloud of steam shoots from his nostrils. “Take it back, Sidewinder.”

The gunslinger glares at the Minotaur and I thank God for Oppositional Defiant Disorder. “Make me,” he growls and raises his chin defiantly. “Cow. Boy.”

The minotaur bellows like a bull and pumps his shotgun before shouldering and sighting it. A buzzard begins circling overhead.

I make eye contact with a guy in all black. He’s standing outside a building with a sign that reads “Tombstone Tom’s Undertaking: You Shoot Em, We Suit Em!” His eyes gleam avariciously. He covers his mouth and hollers “Shooooot out!”

“Yeee haw!” several men yell before drawing weapons.

“Dag nabbit,” the Sheriff says and he shoots his rifle into the sky to get everyone’s attention. Instead, several of the cowboys start shooting their guns in the air too.

Uh oh. I need to get the H-E-double-hockey sticks outta here. I dash behind a water trough to hide before the real gunfight breaks out.

A jet black horse is drinking calmly. I laugh. “What a great horse.” Its huge eye just stares at me. “Too bad you can’t talk like Mister Ed. Do you know Mister Ed? That episode where he plays baseball is insane. When Ed slides into home? Gets me every time.” The horse just keeps drinking.

I hazard a peek. It’s utter chaos. Two guys are shooting pistols at each other’s feet, laughing, and yelling “no you dance!” A guy on top of a nearby building grunts, clutches his chest and tumbles over the railing. Sidewinder is hiding behind a barrel and taking potshots while the minotaur loads a fresh shell into his shotgun. Tombstone Tom is rubbing his hands together gleefully. The guy who tumbled off the building stands up and looks at everyone with disappointment before climbing back up on the building.

I crawl over to the sheriff. “Aren’t you gonna stop this?”

He shakes his head. “Best to just let ‘em sort it out and I’ll handle things when the dust settles.” He notices I was paying more attention to the ground near his feet. “Go ahead,” he sighs. “It’s a bit after-the-fact now, but I can see ya gotta do it.”

I pick up the tumbleweed near his feet and roll it out into the street. “Hee hee hee!” I cackle as it bounces across the thoroughfare. As it skips over the sandy ground, Sidewinder goes to reposition himself but trips on the tumbleweed. His gun goes off and shoots himself right in in the butt.

“Haha you got shot in the butt! Look everyone! Buttwinder lost!” The gunfight stops and everyone laughs.

“That ain’t a good joke,” Buttwinder moans.

“Yes it is because everyone laughed,” I say proudly. “There’s always a bigger bully, Buttwinder.” I go to high-five the minotaur but he just glares at me. “Cmon that was good,” I say.

The minotaur’s nostrils flare. “Yeah it was, actually.” He returns the high five and it actually really hurts. I keep a straight face but a tear does leak down my cheek.

“All right everyone, we’ve had a rootin tootin good time, but somebody ought to call the doctor for Buttwinder here.”

The Minotaur grins. “That would be me.”

I chuckle. “Ah well. Good luck with that, Buttwinder.” The evil cowboy glares at me but he’s beaten so I don’t care. I swipe the hat off his head. It’s a pretty great hat actually. I assume it looks great on me. “Hey Sam? Do you serve Sarsaparilla?”



I’m sweaty and heave out a lusty sigh. “Penelope! That was incredible.”

“Aw, sugar, I bet you say that to all the girls,” she stretches and fans herself.

“No way, Penny. You’re the best I’ve ever had. That was six in a row!”

She blushes shyly. “Beginner’s luck,” she muses.

“I’m really glad Mr. Malcolm had a box of Pokemon cards. I think Magic wouldn’t have been as fun as this. Your grass electric strategy is really good.” I grin at her. “I’m impressed.” I stand and stretch. “Welp, bout time for me to hit the ol’ dusty trail.”

She pouts. “Ya’ll aren’t stayin’ the night?”

“Penny,” I say, “I go wherever the wind takes me.”

She grins at me cutely. “I cain’t tell if you are the sweetest or the stupidest boy I ever met.”

“Women are always saying that to me,” I sigh.

“Excuse me?” she says back.

I grab the cool cowboy hat I stole from Buttwinder from her bedpost. “Frankly my dear, I just don’t give a damn,” I say while I turn away and don the hat. God that was so awesome. I want to turn around and see her face, but I don’t want to spoil the moment. “I’m so much better than Orpheus,” I whisper as I stride down the stairs. I tip my hat to Sam. I wish I was wearing spurs so I’d make a cool sound as I head out of the saloon. Can’t win ‘em all.

“Ya’ll got a horse?” I say, doing my best Buttwinder impression.

Sam shrugs. “That black one out there’s yours I spose, on account o’ ya beatin’ him earlier.”

“Thank ya kindly,” I say and pa-ting him a quarter. He catches it out of the air. Sam RULES. I stalk out of the saloon, making ching-ching-ching spur noises with my mouth.

I find the cool black horse standing near the trough. “Hey buddy, let’s get on outta here.” It takes me a few tries to get on the saddle, but no ones paying attention. “It’s too bad you can’t talk. I bet you have a lot to say.”

“I can talk,” the horse rumbles.

My eyes go wide. “Then do you want to talk about Mister-”

“Mr. Ed is offensive. I’d rather talk about Bojack,” the horse mutters.

“Alright, deal. But first, ya gotta tell me your name,” I say.

“I ain’t got no name,” he whickers.

“A horse with no name….” I pat his neck. “I’m sure we can come up with something.” We rode through the desert.







Chapter 4

Look out, Lady Lydaea!



“Honey! I’m home!” I enter the stone chamber clutching my bucket of KFC.

Lady Lydaea du Forte raises her head over the back of the plushy red loveseat she’d been lying on. She used to have a really sweet throne in here but replaced it with the loveseat so we could watch TV shows together. “Hallo!” Her ruby lips begin to smile but her mirth dies instantly. “I thought you were going to the gym?” She’s been really annoyed about KFC lately.

“I did! It was a great sesh.” I laugh. My trainer Big Steve calls it a sesh every time and it rules. I flex for her so she can see how strong I’ve gotten.

“Yes yes,” she says, waving a perfectly manicured hand. “We know you have amazing arms.” She teleports from her chair directly in front of me and pokes my belly. “It is this you said you would work on, yes?”

I make the Pillsbury doughboy noise. “Hoohoo!” It usually makes her laugh. This time it doesn’t. “Hey! What’s wrong Lydaea!”

“You said….” she mutters and scuffs her foot. Her black dress flutters around her ankles.

“That I would get a six-pack, yeah.” I smile encouragingly. “I’m getting there! I did SO many crunches today and did this really fun exercise with a heavy medicine ball where I twisted. Feel!”

She shakes her head. “But the chicken, it undoes all the work you do.”

“What! No, babe, it’s pure protein!” I wave the bucket of chicken. “Big muscles, just like you said I needed.” She said that all I needed to do to be a perfect vampire was to ‘glow up a little bit’. Who knew all it took was to just be super in shape? “Trust me!” I say, giving her my best smile.

She finally smiles back a little and I see the tips of her fangs. I grab her hand and lead her back to the couch. “How about we watch Gilligan tonight?” She shrugs because she doesn’t know anything about the old great sitcoms. When she first got the TV, I thought about showing her all the classic Vampire shows like True Blood, The Vampire Diaries, Buffy…well maybe not Buffy. That one might be offensive.

But then I got to thinking: she already knows the history of her people! She should see the greats. Last night we watched the Brady Bunch and she has been singing the song all day so I know I was right on the money. She’s gonna love Gilligan.

Before we even make it to the loveseat, her cool butler Jean appears. “Madame, I regret to disturb—“ his eyes fall on me. “Oh, you’re here.”

“Jean, baby!” I hold out my fist for him to bump bit he just sneers at it. At least I think he sneers. The dude basically looks like a skeleton in a tux and he really only has one facial expression. “Of course I’m here. I said I would be back.”

“Yes, sir. I had hoped it was merely another of your amusing jokes.” His eyes dart to Lydaea quickly. “Sir,” he adds.

Lydaea stops my banter by resting a hand on my forearm. She’s very cold. I should buy her some gloves or something. “You were saying, Jean?”

“Yes, Madame. You have a telephone call from your uncle in Romania.” The cadaverous butler gestures for her to follow.

“I shall not be long,” Lydea says to me and kisses me on the cheek. She poofs away.

I start munching on my chicken and shuffle over to the big bookcase we loaded up with DVDs.

“Actually, we should watch Lucy,” I say. “Lydaea will love her. Lucy! I’m home!” I chuckle to myself. I hear a banging down the hall. I know Jean normally answers the door, but this is a big castle. I figure I ought to do him a favor.

I head down to the main entrance, but I hear Jean greet the guests and almost decide to go back…but Lydaea doesn’t seem to have many friends and I’m nosy. I step into the foyer and see the three visitors. A cute (but not cuter than Lydaea!) woman in an orange sweater, a lanky guy in a green t-shirt, and a huge derpy Great Dane.

“Hey guys! What’s up!” I yell. Jean’s eyes widen and I laugh at how goofy he looks.

“Is this him?” the woman in orange says, quirking a brow.

“I, er, hoped for more discretion…”

She scoffs. “Jinkies, don’t worry about it. I can tell he can’t put two and two together.”

“Women are always saying that to me,” I mumble.

“Excuse me?” She says.

I rally. “Say, where’s the other guy and the ba-“ I stop myself before saying something that will get me in trouble. “The lovely redhead that normally hangs out with you?”

“Like, they went to go check into the hotel first, man,” the shaggy guy says.

“Ms Dinkley, if you please…?” Jean gestures for her to follow him into the parlor. He glares at me, but she shrugs and complies.

Shaggy licks his chops. “Hey man that chicken looks great.”

I look down at the bucket. I know I oughta share. “Yeah but my macros….er, it’s Keto, you see.”

“Reto?” the dog asks.

I sigh. “I know, it’s a drag. But I promised my girlfriend I would get hot so I could become a vampire.”

The two goofs exchange a nervous look. “Rampire?” The dog asks.

I wave. “Yeah, don’t worry. Apparently it’s way more ceremonial than you think.” I brighten. “Hey, I bet you guys would like some comically large sandwiches?”

“Like, you read our minds, man!” Shaggy says.

I lead em to the kitchen and pull out a bunch of baguettes and other ingredients. We construct cartoonishly large sandwiches and my mouth is watering. The dog starts playing his like an accordion, which is incredibly sick, you have to see it.

“What is this?” Lydaea says. She looks furious.

I don’t understand why for a second. My eyes widen. “Babe no it’s not what it looks like. I’m just making sandwiches for my friends…uhh….”

The guy has turned white as a ghost. “V-v-!”

“Rampire!” the Great Dane moans and they clutch at each other.

I try not to be offended. “Sheesh, guys, what’s the big deal?” Lydaea is glaring at me. “Besides I’m the one in trouble here.”

Her hands are on her hips. “You’re eating sandwiches!”

“No! I’m still eating my chicken! I couldn’t eat a sandwich too!” I say. She keeps glaring. “Okay that was ONE time—“

She cuts me off by snapping. “You two get out of here.”

The guy in green hesitates. “Like can we keep the sandwiches or…?”

“Je m’en fiche,” Lydaea says with a shrug and shoos them away. They scram, leaving a pair of dust clouds in their shapes behind.

The woman in orange comes back, Jean in tow. “Monsieur DeFarge, it’s a pleasure doing business,” she says while shaking his hand. She nods to Lydaea. “Madame.”

My lady turns to her butler. “And what are you up to?”

I clear my throat. “I heard the whole thing.”

Jean shifts from foot to foot. “You did?”

“Yeah. He’s gonna get a portrait of me done.” The butler tilts his head and Lydaea is confused. “He said he wanted her to frame me.” I look at Jean with a smug grin. “You rascal. You know I’ve always wanted a sweet painting of myself.”

Jean blinks before beaming. “Er, yes, sir. I regret that the surprise has been spoiled.”

Lydaea sighs loudly. “This is all very stupide.” She takes my chicken.

“Hey!”

She thrusts a finger at me. “You’re cut off!” She takes a bite of a drumstick and hisses. “Well I know what one of the herbs and spices is. Celery salt. Augh.” She sets the bucket down. “Jean do away with this. Cherie, show me this Gilligan Island or whatever.”

I didn’t get this far in life by arguing with beautiful women. “Lead the way,
Madame!” She loves it when I call her that.

She rolls her eyes. “Mon fou.”



I fell asleep watching Gilligan but Lydaea wakes me up a little after dawn. “Mon fou, this show is très amusant, but I must retire.”

I blink at her sleepily. “Ah for your beauty sleep.”

She folds her arms. “Do you think I am not beautiful enough?”

Whoops. “It’s just an expression…”

She pats me on the head. “Uh huh. Bisou.” She teleports away. The loveseat is comfy but I slept on it funny and my neck kinda hurts. I should get up and go for a workout anyway. There are about a million stairs on the castle so I decide to go march up and down them for a while. It’s great cardio. I used to song Stairway to Heaven but Jean has forbidden it. So, I go for the next best thing.

Britney Spears. Oops I did it again is a killer song for running stairs, let me tell you.

“That song sucks!” The suit of armor I had passed a million times before is speaking to me.

“What? How dare you!” I stare at it. “How come you ain’t ever talked before?”

“It used to be much quieter around here,” Sir Clank complains.

I nod. “That’s true. Yesterday the furniture didn’t talk. I’m just kiddin! Ha ha! Say, do you know King Arthur?”

“No who’s that?”

“Camelot? Lancelot? Excalibur?” A lightbulb goes off. “Sword in the Stone! I should get that for Lydaea. Do you think Best Buy has it?”

“Does Best Buy even exist anymore?” The suit of armor asks.

“Sure does! That’s where I got her excellent BluRay DVD player and selection of quality television programs.” I hold up a hand. “I’m gonna get over there. See ya later!”

“Listen, buddy, you seem like a great guy so I need to warn you. The Lady has a big plan for you and she’s definitely gonna ki….”

His annoying voice trails off as I get to the bottom of the staircase. Yeah, yeah, I know she’s gonna kiss me. News at 11. I march down to the front door and when I yank it open there’s a grim looking guy in a cool hat standing there like he was just about to pound on the door.

His eyes go wide. “BACK!” He yells while thrusting a golden cross in my face.

I spread my arms. “Dude what the heck. What are you, Jehova’s Witness?”

His fear evaporates. “The cross doesn’t bother you?” He looks around. “Sunlight doesn’t bother you?”

I sigh. “Ever heard of the First Amendment? I’m cool with the cross. Lotta good stuff in the Bible and–”

The guy rudely interrupts. “So you’re NOT a vampire?”

“Not yet,” I say. “Anyway who are you! I’m on an important mission.”

He puts away his cross and bows like a nerd. “Jim Van Hecksing.” Except he didn’t say heck, he said the H-E-double-hockey stick word. “Monster hunter.”

“Well, pal, no monsters live here,” I say.

He looks confused. “I heard a vampire lives here?”

“Oh yeah, that’s my girlfriend, Lydaea. She isn’t a monster though. I mean, sometimes you could say she’s a little meaner than necessary when I accidentally leave the toilet seat up, but monster is uncalled for!”

Jim gives me a shifty look. “Pale skin? Supernaturally beautiful? Pointy teeth? Sleeps all day? Prone to biting? Despises garlic?”

“Bro you’re basically just describing most women. I guess they don’t all have pale skin, and some really love garlic but-”

Jim shoves past me and starts looking around. “This is the kind of place a vampire would live in.” He points at the giant portrait of Lydaea in the foyer. “Is that her?”

I nod. “Yeah, what a hottie amirite?”

“Listen, my friend, she has you in her thrall. You are in grave danger.”

“Everyone keeps saying that,” I sigh.

Jim ignores me. “She’s going to drain you of your blood so she can turn you into a vampire as well.”

I wave him off. “Nah, dude, she just says I need to get all hot and then I can be a vampire forever. She’s not gonna drain my blood or whatever. I’m not trying to yuck your yum or anything, but you need to stop projecting your kinks on me. It’s super weird.” I gotta find a way to get rid of this guy.

“I think you are very mistaken.” Van Hecksing says. “When you turn you will stay in whatever form you are currently in. She is merely waiting for you to be ‘hot enough’, as you say, before she turns you. Vampires are quite shallow, you know.”

“First of all, that’s really mean. And B) according to Anne Rice, when you take on a vampire curse, you automatically become hot. So…if she was really that concerned about looks, she’d just turn me outright. Check mate Jim.” Before he can argue, I get an idea. When Lydaea wants to go do something else, she distracts me with a treat. “How would you like a banana split?”

The so-called monster hunter freezes. “That would be delightful, actually. No walnuts please.”

Great! Now I can make him a snack and slip away to buy the movie for date night. “Perfect come on into the kitchen here.” I lead him to the table and start whipping together a banana split. I stuff the peel in my pocket for later. Those never fail to come in handy. I slide the bowl of delicious ice cream, banana, and hot fudge across the table and then launch a cherry through the air. “Kobe!” I yell as it plops onto his sundae.

“Why, thank you,” Jim says and takes a bite. “As I was saying, I really think you ought to…ahem…I think you ought to escape…ahem…from here. Excuse me. Living with a vamp…could I get a glass of water?” As I go to get him one, I hear him gasp. “There are walnuts in this! I said no walnuts!”

I snort. “Nah, I’m prety sure you said MO walnuts. Like more.”

Jim is clutching at his throat with bulging eyes and pounding on the table. Whoops. I have seen this in that great romantic comedy Hitch. Dude is going into anaphylaxis. “Jean! Get the epi-pen!” I start jingling all the servant bells I can find.

Lydaea appears in the kitchen in her designer night gown. She’s livid. “ICE CREAM?”

Jean slides in and sees Van Hecksing. “Oh no, this is going to be bad for insurance.” Luckily he brought the epi-pen and he injects it into the so-called monster hunter.

Lydaea’s fists are in her hips and she’s glaring at me.

“How come this keeps happening,” I whine. “Babe, it’s not what it looks like, see I can explain–”

She smiles suddenly. “Don’t worry. I can solve this. I did not want to do this, but you have left me little choice. Look deeply into my eyes.” I do. They are green and beautiful but I know better than to say anything. “You do not want to eat ice cream ever again.”

I shift from foot to foot. I know there’s a right answer to this but…. “Ever?” I finally say.

Her smile is gorgeous. “Ever.”

I don’t want to make a promise I can’t keep. “Not even sometimes?”

Lydaea’s smile disappears. “Why is the glamour not working? You are too stupide aren’t you?”

“Lydaea what are you–”

“Je vais te tuer!” she hisses and lunges at me.

“Hey! Whoa, it’s not Thursday night what’s going on! OUCH! HEY!” She has sunken her teeth into my neck and it really hurts.

She recoils suddenly and holds her hand up to her mouth. “How many of those garlic chicken wings did you eat the other night!”

“Big Steve said I should proteinmaxx so I had…like 96?” Her eyes go wide but I keep going. “It was less than a hundred!” I put my hand up to my neck. “Yo Jean, can you hand me a band-aid?”

There’s ANOTHER knock at the door. Jean ignores me to answer it. It’s the woman in orange, back with the shaggy guy, the dog, a buff blond dude, and a hot (but not hotter than Lydaea!) red head. Also the sheriff is with them.

“This is going to be even easier than I thought,” the woman in orange says. She turns to the sheriff. “That’s him, sheriff! Old man Watson trying to scare people away so he can drive down the property values in the area!”

“Hey! I’m not old. Also that’s not–” I slip backwards and land on my butt. The banana peel in my pocket had fallen out. Before I know it, I’m in handcuffs. Lydaea is watching all this with her arms crossed. She’s still angry. “Babe, tell em this is all a misunderstanding!”

The sheriff ignores me. “What about that guy? He looks in bad shape.” He nods at Jim Van Hecksing.

Jean smiles slyly. “It appears they are in cahoots, officer.”

The cop shrugs and handcuffs the catatonic Jim. He starts dragging us towards his cruiser.

“Lydaea! Help!” I yell.

“Officer? Do they have fried chicken and ice cream in jail?” she says a little too sweetly.

The sheriff chuckles. “Absolutely not ma’am. More like saltines and bologna.”

Lydaea’s grin broadens and she waves to me sweetly. “I will see you when you are free darling.”

The sheriff shoves me out the door before I can reply. I slip on the banana peel again and the sheriff yells at me for resisting arrest. “I don’t even live here!” I explain.

“Sounds like trespassin, then!” He pushes me into the cruiser. “Tell it to the judge.”

Van Hecksing spills into the seat next to me. “Don’t worry,” he says weakly. “I know Judge King. We play racquetball at the YMCA together.” He smiles. “Plus, now the monster won’t eat you.”

I sigh as the sheriff pulls away from Lydaea’s castle. “I really just wanted to watch Sword in the Stone, man.”







Chapter 5

Look out, Beautiful Beast!



“Let me IN!” I scream. I’m standing outside a giant castle. Again. The fact this keeps happening is both a blessing a curse. Castles RULE (get it) but they also tend to not have modern appliances which is WAY more awful than you’d think. But bein in a castle is better than bein out in the cold. I’m pretty sure King Arthur said that.

The giant wooden door creaks open and there’s a tiny clock standing there. “Nn-Good evening, sir,” it says.

“Oh, I know this one,” I mutter. “Where is the candle guy?”

“Bonjour!” The golden candelabra bows from a nook just inside the corridor.

I shake my head disdainfully. “It’s nighttime monsieur, you shouldn’t say bonjour.” The little clock snickers and the candlestick glares at him.

“Well,” he says snootily, “if you are going to be our guest…”

I hold up a hand and sigh loudly. “That’s the most overrated song in the whole show.” The little clock guy titters. What a great clock. “They shoulda let you sing more, Cogsy,” I tell him.

He bows with great dignity. “Mm thank you, sir.” The candelabra crosses his arms and sulks.

“Alright fellas, let’s cut to the chase.” I rub my hands together. “Where’s the big guy? The den? The dining room?” I snap my fingers. “The west wing?”

“Right this way, sir,” the clock says, gesturing at the stairs.

“You guys ever watch the hit television drama, The West Wing? Martin Sheen is President Bartlet with a cast of all-stars. Rob Lowe! Allison Janney! Bradley Whitford…though he was much better as a villain in Billy Madison in my op–”

I suddenly see a big shadow looming over the bannister. It’s a minor mountain just barely visible in the blackness. save for its shining eyes. “Oh hey, buddy!” I yell waving cheerfully.

A low growl crescendos into a roar as the monster clears the bannister from a standstill and lands in front of us on the stairs. He bellows mightily.

“Sheesh,” I grumble when he finishes. “Have an Altoid or something.”

“YOU ARE TRESSPASSING!” the beast man shouts.

“M-m-master, forgive me, I–” the clock stammers.

“Cogsy, chill, I got this,” I say, patting him on his little head. “Look, beasty, the title card here says it all.” I hold it up for him so he can read. “See, it says Beau and the Beast.” I grin at him. “Must be a buddy cop film this time. You’re obviously the disgruntled veteran just weeks from retirement and I’m the loose cannon here to help you rediscover your zest for life.”

The beast blinks at me, stupefied. He’s so good at this role.

“Oh dear,” the clock says as he takes the title card. “I can see the mistake.” He holds it up and points. “See, you can tell by the markings here, someone has removed the ty from the title.”

I frown. “What a weird way to spell Bode,” I say.

The clock clears his throat. “I believe it’s to read Beauty, sir.”

I look from the title card to the beast and back. “Ohhh, I get it,” I say. “This is supposed to be a romcom!” I scratch my chin. “Though if you really think about it, aren’t all buddy cop films basically just romcoms?”

“SILENCE!” the beast bellows. I want to be offended but I can see the pain in his eyes, so I let it slide.

I pat him on the shoulder. “Cheer up, big guy, I’m a great wingman. We’ll help you get the girl.” I rub my hands together again. “Where do we start?”

The beast glares down at me for a second before his face falls and his shoulders slump. “She’ll never go for it,” he says sadly. “Look at me.”

I blink at him. “Dude what? You look awesome. You’re like a buffalo mixed with a bear. You’re like 8’5” and 750lbs of, well, beast. I’m a little jealous.”

“She was here, but she ran away,” the beast said as if I hadn’t spoken. “The curse is permanent after my twenty-first birthday.” I shrug at him and he clarifies. “That’s tomorrow.”

“Oh boy,” I sigh, and scratch my forehead. “Well we have our work cut out for us then.” I pull out my handy dandy notebook. “Get me up to speed.”

“Well,” the beast begins. “I bench press four thousand pounds and I have this really sweet castle. I ordered her around. Women love all that stuff.”

“Dude what? Have you been watching manosphere content? Girls don’t like that stuff.”

“What do they like then, smarty pants?” the beast growls.

“Cheese,” the candlestick interjects. “Swanky accents.”

“Books!” the clock adds, and I’m a little annoyed

“You guys.” I pinch the bridge of my nose. “While girls do like treats,” I point at the candle, “and to be left the heck alone so they can read their love stories” I point at the clock. “They really just like to be treated like—”

“Like queens?” the beast says, brightening hopefully.

“Like equals,” I finish, growing surly. “And let me tell you, you are not behaving like a king.” The beast looks furious. “Oh stop, you’re being kind of a jerk and you know it.”

“How do we fix zis?” the candle guy says hopelessly.

“Beastie, go get your cloak,” I say. “We are going into town.”

A few minutes later, we are out in the gloomy courtyard in front of the Beast’s castle. He summons a creepy looking carriage. It moves like a big spider. “Okay, another idea: get a proper carriage with some horses.”

“Because girls like horses?” the beast says like he’s catching on.

I sigh loudly. “Everyone likes horses! Stop trying to manipulate women into liking you with possessions.” We climb onto the carriage and it whisks us towards the provincial village. “Can I ask you something? We’re in France right? How come only the candlestick has a French accent?”

The beast shifts uncomfortably. “Well the feather duster too….”

I shake my head. “You barely see her ever. Also, how come the English teapot has a son with an American accent? What is going on? Are we even in France?”

The beast clears his throat loudly. “Oh look, we’re here.” He exits the carriage and by instinct skulks in the shadows.

“Hmmm,” I wonder around a frown. We’ll have to get back to that. We can hear singing from a nearby tavern.

“Let’s go check it out!” the beast says excitedly.

“Dude she’s not gonna be in there,” I complain.

“It’ll only be for a minute,” the beast says and I can see he’s positively entranced. I sigh. Inside, there’s a bunch of dudes singing about how great this other guy is. “He’s roughly the size of a barge!” the beast mutters with something like awe.

I roll my eyes. “So what. You’re half bear! Also he’s bragging about how hairy he is. You’re way hairier.” I can see the beast thinking this is someone to emulate. “He’s definitely someone who spends too much time watching Youtube. Or worse, probably has a channel about himself.”

“He’s so popular!” the beast says back.

“Yeah…with other men. Doesn’t that strike you as odd?”

“Well what about those three triplets?” the beast grumbles. “They’re cute!”

I roll my eyes. I’m suspicious of the girls and their intentions, but it’s not my place to judge. “Okay, so there are a few, but there are way more men talking about how awesome he is.” I look around the room. “Besides, your girl isn’t here, so she obviously isn’t into this.”

The beast also looks around. “You sure?” and I can see he hopes to find her for the wrong reason.

“Dude, this guy is an obvious villain character.” A spittoon dings on his hilarious but idiotic sidekick’s head. “Look, he’s expectorating. That isn’t a good habit to develop. Trust me.” I throw a hand out with disgust. “See, he’s bragging about eating five dozen eggs. Big deal.” I slap the beast’s shoulder. “I bet you can eat five gross eggs.” I snicker. “Get it because a gross is twelve dozen.”

“I know what a gross is,” the beast says but I suspect he didn’t. Yeah he’s obviously been spending too much time in his basement…sorry, dungeon…watching youtube instead of in that library. “I’m gonna challenge him to an eating contest!”

“Beast, man, no don’t—”

It’s too late. “HEY! I BET I CAN EAT FIVE GROSS EGGS!” The beast yells. I cover my face.

The singing stops and the burly influencer guy says, “Who wants to eat gross eggs? That’s stupid.”

Beast is careful to keep his cowl in place. “Nuh-uh! They’re loaded with protein.” I can hear him smiling even if I can’t see him. “What’s wrong, are you too much of a kitty to take me on?” Except he didn’t say ‘kitty’; he said a far ruder word. I sigh and back out of the tavern slowly.

I can hear all the foolish men inside chanting as I cross the street to the bookshop. A single light is on inside and I step in.

A lovely brunette is sitting there, she looks up excitedly before her face falls. “I thought you were the bookseller.”

I shake my head. “Nah, just trying to get away from the idiots across the street.”

“Tell me about it,” the beauty says.

I laugh but then get an idea. “Hey can I ask you something?”

She frowns and says, “Well, I’m really just trying to eat this cheese and read my book.”

“Oh is that the one where she finds out he’s Prince Charming in chapter three?”

She sighs loudly and puts the book down. “Is this about the most underrated song in the show?”

I shake my head vigorously. “No.” It’s a good question though, but I’m determined not to get sidetracked. “So…we’re in France right? How come literally no one has a French accent? What is this town hiding? Is this like an M. Night Shyamalan’s the Village situation?”

“You are such a strange little man,” the beauty says with a furrow in her brows.

“Women are always saying that to me,” I sigh.

“Excuse me?” she says.

I rally. “My money is on that barge sized guy being up to something.”

She blows out a breath. “You mean Gaston? No he’s too much of an idiot for anything like that.”

“Ohh, that’s what Gaston is? That’s his name? I just thought it was a nonsense word to make for a good song. Not the best song but…oh man, haha, French names are so funny.” Oops that doesn’t go over so well so I quickly change the subject. “You don’t like him?”

She’s picked up her book and I can sense she’s about to kick me out. “I hate him. He doesn’t read.” She pauses and looks at me. “There was this one guy I liked who reads…I think…but he’s been a real jerk to me lately. Why are guys like that?”

I shake my head and I sit on a chair backwards. She makes a strange face that looks regretful. “That sounds like my new friend. He’s a literal beast.”

The beauty perks up. “You know the beast?”

“Yeah, I get the sense he’s pretty cool underneath his gruff exterior…hey wait a minute, is the BEAST your beau?” She blushes and I cackle. “Ha! That’s awesome. Look, you gotta give him another chance.”

“Why should I?”

“Because he’s pretty insecure about his looks and we don’t teach young men how to deal with that very well so they tend to lash out at people they care about. I know, it’s not fair, but give me a few hours and I’ll talk some sense into him. Only….” I look around for a clock. Shoot. I wish Cogsy had come with us. “Only ya gotta fall in love with him before dawn or he’s gonna stay a beast forever.”

“He will?” She seems oddly excited about it.

“You seem oddly excited about that,” I say.

She blushes a deeper shade of red and bites the tip of her finger. She holds up her book. It’s got a picture of a scantily clad Minotaur on it. I get it. “Oh wow this is perfect. I’ll straighten him out tonight and you come by in the morning to make up with him. And boom. Tale as old as time.” That’s a pretty sweet intro to a song but…it’s a little too mainstream….

“Why are you helping me,” she says suspiciously, derailing my train of thought.

I nod at the bookmark she’s using, the letters TY. “You’ve made me the main character it seems.” She blushes again and I wink at her. “Don’t worry. I got this. Trust me.”

As I step outside the book shop, the beast rushes out of the tavern. He quickly closes the door, and holds it closed with a sheepish grin on his face. It’s eerily quiet.

“Hey man, what happened to the eating contest?”

“Uhh, everyone had to go home.” He growls nervously.

“Okay but did you win?” I try to peek into one of the windows and he moves to block my line of sight.

“Oh, yeah, totally, I definitely won. No doubt about that. We made a bit of a mess though. Don’t worry about it.”

He’s acting kinda strange but then again, he’s a strange guy. “Oh well. Cmon, we gotta get back to the castle. I got some real good news about your girl.”

“Really?” The beast asks hopefully.

“Yeah,” I say as we climb on to the super creepy spider carriage. “You may not like it, but she doesn’t want you to break your curse.”

“WHAT?” He roars.

“Dude, calm down. I told you. You just need to be comfortable and confident in your own skin. Plus…she’s…ya know.” I nudge him with an elbow. He shakes his head with confusion. I sigh. I don’t really wanna say it. I beckon for him to lean closer and whisper it into his ear.

“What’s a ‘monster trucker’?” The beast says embarrassingly loudly.

I groan and cover my eyes with my hands.



Back in the beast’s castle, we are in his beautiful ballroom. For some reason, even though the rest of the castle has been corrupted by his curse, the ballroom has not. “It’s part of the plot,” the nanny teapot explains, “so we can have a beautiful dance sequence. It’s time,” she insists.

So this buxom armoire has given me a super wicked awesome yellow tuxedo that makes me look like I am the CEO of Bananas. The beast is in a very fancy blue coat.

“All I know is the waltz,” the beast says.

“Yeah we’re not doing that,” I say and begin wracking my brain for a better dance scene. Electric slide? Cupid shuffle? Definitely not the cha-cha slide. I can’t do Gangnam Style… “I got it. We’re gonna whip and nae nae. Is there a boombox servant here?” Cogsy brings up the beast’s laptop, instead.

“Aw man, my tabs,” the Beast says when he realizes the clock has swept his browser history.

“It’s for the best, Master,” the clock says morosely as he presses play. The ball room fills with the unmistakable music of Watch Me and I begin taking the beast through the motions. It’s surprisingly hard to teach him that “break your legs” doesn’t mean literally.

He’s almost got it figured out when the beauty bursts in. There’s a record scratch as she rushes in screaming. She’s white as a sheet. “I was just…” she pants. “I just looked in the tavern and everyone was…” she shakes her head and sobs. “Everyone was…dead! Ripper apart!”

“What?” I gasp and I can see the beast shaking his head furiously and drawing a line across his throat. My eyes go wide. “Excuse us for a second. Mrs. Teapot can you make the lady some tea?”

I meet the beast outside of earshot. “Dude you killed everyone?”

The beast looks away. “They kept calling me beta boy.” He glares. “Even after I ate all those eggs.”

“That’s pretty much the worst reason for murder!”

He gives me an embarrassed grin. “Consider it my rejection of toxic masculinity?”

“Ugh, those guys did suck pretty hard, and I’m not keen on killing being a good metaphor for this, but I suppose it can’t be helped. You gotta promise you will never do it again.”

“Yeah sure,” the beast says.

“Beasty, you gotta say it like you mean it.” I point at the beauty. “For her.”

“Yes I promise,” he says a little more emphatically.

“Attaboy. Now, what did we go over?”

The beast sighs but repeats the mantra I taught him. “Listen, validate, respect.” He gives me a hesitant look. “You sure this will work?”

I shrug. “One of us got cursed for being a douchebag to an enchantress and it wasn’t me.”

The beast nods and starts to go to his girl. He stops, “wait, what do I tell her about…ya know?” He makes a ripping motion with his hands.

Right. “It’s what, like 1760 or something? Blame the English. She’ll probably accept that.”

The beast thumbs me up and walks over to the beauty. He begins speaking to her in a low voice. I can’t hear, but after a few minutes, she laughs lightly and touches his arm.

The clock has appeared by my side. “I think they’re gonna make it,” I say to him.

“You realize,” the clock says, “you have doomed us all to be trapped as furniture forever?”

I blink. “What?”

The clock brandishes a small pistol. “You have ten seconds to get the heck out of my castle.” Except be didn’t say heck, he said the H-E-double-hockeysticks word.



The next morning I am sitting in town writing a letter. “Dear Michelle Branch, you won’t believe what has happened to me these last few days. I’ve been on a quest to find you a great underrated song to cover without much luck but—”

I’m interrupted by a strange man. “Bonjour monsieur,” he says, doffing a cap. “Pray, you look like a wise fellow.”

“What is with all the accents here?” I wonder under my breath. But I smile at rhe guy. “How can I help you?”

“I am wondering, good sir, if you needed to dispatch a tyrannical monarch, what would you do?”

I lean back. “This is easy. Guillotine?” He asks what that is so I draw it for him on one of my sheets of paper. “You put the neck here and then…WHUMP!”

His eyes brighten considerably. “This is brilliant Monsieur. Perfect, I dare say.” He looks around. “Have you visited the castle nearby? Steer clear. I hear the princeling there is responsible for the carnage at the tavern.”

I clear my throat. “No no, I’m certain it was the English.”

The man shakes his head. “Ah, oui, of course. It was the English aristocracy who must be punished. Not our own.” He winks. “May I use your ideas someday?”

I shrug. “It’s a free country.”

He beams. “Not yet it isn’t.”

The baker hollers over at us, “Monsieur Robespierre, your bread is ready!” My strange new friend doffs his cap again and scuttles off.

And they call me a strange little man. I sense there’s Something There that Wasn’t There Before. Wait! That’s it! I start my letter over. “Dear Michelle Branch, I have a very underrated song for you to cover next….”







Chapter 6

Look out, Surf Dracula!



“Wow that was some most luminous carving, Surf Dracula,” Linus (aka Geeko) says.

“Aw it is nothing a leetul surf baby couldn’t do,” Surf Dracula replies with a modest smile.

“Do you think the girls are having a good time?” Geeko casts his eyes toward the moonlit shore, where human shapes are huddled around an orange bonfire.

“I don’t think they can see us,” I say with a frown. “I keep waving at Michelle Branch and she isn’t waving back.”

“Dude, harsh,” Geeko says. He is a good friend even though I have met coral with a larger vocabulary. He waves at the girls too.

“We love you Geeko!” Samantha and Janine shriek back and he giggles. “Dude, they see us! Haha!” He holds out his fist for me to bump. I’m straddling my own surfboard and The Code insists I must bump back even though Michelle Branch is still not waving.

Surf Dracula sniffs testily. “I deed naht come heer to impress dees gorls. I cahm here to surf.” He began paddling toward the horizon, away from the lights of San Dylvania, to the break at the edge of the reef.

Geeko and I trade a look before following him. “Pshaw what a buzzkill,” Geeko mutters and we laugh together.

“I hord that!” Surf Dracula says. We laugh even harder.

Suddenly, we see a shape just beyond the waves. A shadow only slightly blacker than water around it. “Is that a whale?” I wonder. It’s definitely too big to be a shark, or so I hope. Definitely rounder than any shark I have ever seen.

“Eet iz naht a whaale,” Surf Dracula says disdainfully. “Eet’s submarine. Cahm.”

“Whoa, is it the Coast Guard?” Geeko wonders as we paddle toward the shape.

“Coast Guard does naht operate submareen,” Surf Dracula scoffs.

“That’s true, Geeko. Only the Navy does,” I say. “It’s called the COAST guard, not the under-the-water guard.”

Geeko chuckle. “Wow you guys are so smart. Maybe it’s a resplendent Navy vessel then.”

“Do you pay no attention in Miss Mina’s class?” Surf Dracula says haughtily. “Navy does not operate this type of craft. Is very suspicious. Be quiet.” He paddles out ahead of us. Being the best surfer in San Dylvania, possibly the world, Surf Dracula is much faster on the water than us.

“Dude, I think I’m gonna ask Samantha to prom. She’s like, so chill, bro,” Geeko says as we glide over the waves.

“You should, I think she likes you,” I say to him.

“Yeah man, you should totally ask Janine,” Geeko replies with a grin. “She’s a babe dude. You have so much in common. She likes pineapple on pizza too.”

I snort. “Geeko, that’s literally the only thing she and I have in common. Besides, you know Michelle Branch has my heart.”

Geeko nods sagely. “I know bro. But…ya know.”

“Everyone knows Michelle Branch has a crush on Surf Dracula,” I sigh.

“Who doesn’t though right?” Geeko says. “Bro’s dreamy.”

I laugh. “Geeko, you’re crazy.” He grins, but we suddenly ram into Surf Dracula and his all-black surfboard.

“I could haff sworn,” he says coldly. “That I sed to be quiet. Why are you two boneheads discussing prom?”

“Dude,” I begin, “You gotta get your tux rental in now or all the powder blue ones are gonna be taken. It’s called planning.” I smile smugly. “Like Miss Mina says.”

“Fah,” Surf Dracula spits and paddles on ahead of us again.

“Dude that was awesome,” Geeko says with eyes wide.

I snort. “It’s obvious he has a crush on Miss Mina.” Miss Mina was our school librarian and she had an after-hours remedial course for slackers like us. Surf Dracula was actually smart, but for some reason he didn’t go to class during the day with Geeko and me.

“What! Gross! She’s so old!” Geeko says making a face.

“She’s like twenty seven!” I say. Miss Mina is too old to date, for sure, but far from ugly.

“Exactly,” Geeko says. “I heard her talking about her 401(k) yesterday. She’s just another tool of the man, man.”

There is a loud clang as Geeko and I ram into the side of the submarine. Surf Dracula is already on top of it and is glaring down at us for making so much noise. Geeko and I scramble up the rungs on the side of the boat. “What do we do with our boards?” Geeko asks. Surf Dracula points to a flat part of the decking where he laid his black board. Geeko and I carefully stack our boards on top of his.

“We’ll be back, Lacey,” Geeko says. His board is patterned with lightning bolts and he calls her Lacey-DC.

“Yeah, see you soon, Board,” I say to mine. It has a rainbow colored gecko on it, but I just call it Board because that is a bodacious name. I shuck my pack.

“You would be much better surfer if you didn’t haff pek,” Surf Dracula says. He’s also giving me guff about my cool red Jansport.

“You never know when you might need first aid,” I say. I can tell he’s thinking about Miss Mina’s emergency lessons so he doesn’t say anything. “What’s the plan now, SD?”

He gestures towards a hatch a few feet away. “Investigate. Come.”

The ingress hatch opens with a rusty squeak, and Surf Dracula leaps down into it. Geeko and I have to take our time going down the old ladder. “Dude, I’ve never been on a sub before. This is righteous,” Geeko says.

Surf Dracula glares and hisses. “If I have to tell you two dolts be quiet one more time, I swear I send you to see viking funeral style.” He looks scary serious.

“Sweet,” Geeko whispers. “Tell SD I wanna go out like that when the time comes for real.” We fist bump.

Surf Dracula motions for us to follow him, and we slowly make our way down the corridor. Before long, we hear banging and swearing up ahead. Surf Dracula has us press against the bulkheads and we peer into a brightly lit cargo bay deep in the heart of the sub.

“What is this?” I wonder, but spying the boxes loaded with baggies and baggies of white powder, I think I know.

Surf Dracula’s lip curls and he pushes his sunglasses up higher on his nose before dashing into the cargo bay. “Drugs? Not on my beach.”

There’s about a dozen guys in white leisure suits working. They all stop dead and look up at us. “It’s a buncha kids!” one of em says incredulously.

“Ain’t it past your bed time, twerp?” The leader says. You can tell he’s the leader because he’s got a big gold chain dangling on his neck and his salmon pink shirt is unbuttoned down to his sternum.

“No, your operation is past it’s bed time,” Surf Dracula says, balling his fists.

The leader mook scoffs. “Heh. I ain’t got time for this. Lenny, sort this out. The boss is already unhappy we’re behind schedule.”

A grimy henchman appears from behind one of the huge wooden crates. “With pleasure, boss,” he says, brandishing an Uzi.

Surf Dracula grins. “Go ahead. Shoot automatic weppin in enclosed space made of reinforce steel. See what happen.”

Lenny hesitates then smirks rudely. He stuffs the Uzi into his waistband and proffers a crowbar. “C’mon boys, let’s take out the trash.” Several of the goons grab crowbars and 2x4s with long spikes driven in them. One guy even has a harpoon.

“Aw man, Geeko!” I say. “We gotta help him.”

Geeko swallows hard, but nods with determination. He, like me, is a student of Surf Dracula’s Fang Chung martial art, but Geeko doesn’t like violence. “Let’s do it bro.”

We charge into battle using our custom war cry. “PARTY-TIME-EXCELLENT!” We leap into the cargo bay and join our pal while the goons surround us.

“Bros, the goons have us surrounded!” Geeko yells.

“Goot. I give you all one chance to escape or you’ll be sarry.” Surf Dracula says. I can hear him smiling even if I can’t see his face. All of our backs are together and our fists are up in the Fang Chung style.

“Heh, youse guys are fish food!” a lunk behind me says. “Let’s get em!”

The henchmen charge us one at a time but they are no match for our feet and fists. Geeko catches a crowbar strike and kicks his foe roughly in the belly. The guy crashes into a crate, tipping it over and spilling baggies in the way. Another henchman slips on the bags and whaps a third in the knee with his plank. I lock elbows with Surf Dracula and use his leverage to send a Transylvanian Jawbreaker flying into another henchman’s face.

Surf Dracula breaks away from me and I hear a flurry of strikes, clangs, and groans as his hapless victims suffer his storm of violence. SD is a sight to behold so I spare a glance. I see him move from Renfield style into Bat Style. He leaps and kicks one henchman across the jaw and uses his momentum from the strike to flip over and hit another mook in the back of the head. He continues his flip into a roll and steals a crowbar from another goon before twirling and brutally clanging it into another guy’s knee. He howls like the hated Werewolf mascot of our cross town rivals, Moonlight High.

“What is all of this?” A grave voice echoes through the cargo bay. The fighting finally stops. There’s a shadowy figure up on the catwalk, You can see his spiffy blue suit and expensive looking loafers, but his face his hidden in the gloom. A silver ring gleams on his hand. “I did not hire you to fail, Seward.”

“Haha, your name is Sewer? What a dork!” Geeko says. The lead henchman scowls but says nothing.

The guy on the catwalk continues as if he hadn’t been interrupted. “Look in the barrels, you fools.”

Lenny the Goon uses his crowbar to pry off the lid of a gray steel barrel. It has AgNO3 stamped on the side. “Is these grenades?” The insolent henchman grumbles.

I can sense Surf Dracula’s tension.

“Throw it, you fool,” the man on the catwalk demands coldly. Lenny the Goon throws the device and it explodes in a big cloud of thick smoke. It smells a lot like garlic.

Surf Dracula hisses and backs away from the cloud. “It’s vile poison!”

Geeko and I trade a look. Sure it’s a little unpleasant, and slightly caustic but poison seems like a bit of an overstatement.

“I trust you have this handled, Seward?” the man on the catwalk says. “I want this done by midnight.”

The lead goon furrows his brow. “Boss? What about…?” He trails off before waving his meaty palm at us.

The shadow man has an answer. “I’ll drop some chum before I take off. The sharks will help it look like…an accident.”

Lenny and Seward chuckle evilly as their boss escapes through a door above us. “Alright, you heard the boss!” They say together as if no one had. What a bunch of losers.

“What are we gonna do?” Geeko whispers and I can tell he’s worried.

I have an idea because I have been paying attention in Miss Mina’s class. “Geeko, run and get me one of those flare guns.”

“Vat are you doing?” Surf Dracula says, retreating towards the exit of the cargo bay.

“I have a plan, cause a distraction.”

Surf Dracula frowns, but we’re all bros and he trusts me. “Hey, losers! How about throwing some of those garlic bombs this way? I bet you could naht hit ocean if you were on beach!” His sunglasses shimmer menacingly. While the idiot henchmen start lobbing their grenades at SD, Geeko runs over to the red box with Emergency Flare Gun stenciled on the side. “Ha ha! Not even Renfield throws so weakly. Always picked last in geem class. Just like all of you!” Surf Dracula is yelling as I load the flare.

“SD! Look out!” I yell, cocking the gun. “Hasta la FUEGO!” I shout before pulling the trigger and shooting the flare into the cloud of garlic smoke the henchmen have been making.

The cloud erupts into a fireball.

“What did you do!” Geeko says, turning white.

I blow the smoke away from the flare gun. “Everyone knows Silver Nitrate mixed with Magnesium is a deadly combo.”

“Whoa, they do?” Geeko asks.

“Yeah, the flares contain-” I begin to explain, but am cut off by a loud boom as one of the barrels explodes. A bunch of henchmen scream.

“Uh guys?” Surf Dracula says. “We better get up top.” Another barrel explodes. Then another. A gurgling roar fills the cargo bay as the ocean rushes in from a breach in the submarine’s hull.

“We’ll never make it!” Geeko cries.

“Oh yes we will!” I say, unzipping my Jansport. I pull out my trusty pair of rollerblades and hand them to Surf Dracula. “You always tell me I’m stupid for bringing these surfing. Well, who’s stupid now?”

Surf Dracula scowls but he knows I’m right. He quickly slips the blades on and then throws me and Geeko over his shoulders. Everyone knows he’s also the best skater in San Dylvania, probably even the world. He glides easily to the ladder leading to the hatch that will take us topside. He doesn’t even bother dropping us and leaps straight out of the hatch and onto the submarine’s deck. He rips my skates off and throws them in the ocean.

“Dude!” I yell, outraged.

“Forget it, we gotta go!” Surf Dracula says, shoving me towards our pile of boards. Geeko hands me my Gecko and we rush over to the side of the submarine.

“Bros, wait,” Surf Dracula says before Geeko and I leap over the edge. He holds out an arm to stop us. “I smell de blahd. There are sharks.”

The submarine quakes under our feet and the deck lists to one side.

“There’s no time, dude!” Geeko moans.

Surf Dracula curses. “I’ll try to leed them away. Wait as long as yoo ken!” He takes a flying leap overboard with his belly pressed to his black fiberglass board.

“You ready dude?” I ask Geeko.

He looks like a ghost in the moonlight, but he nods. “Let’s do it, bro.”

As we leap off the side of the submarine, the biggest explosion yet rips through the ocean beneath us, forming a massive swell. Geeko and I pick up momentum as the water surges forward, and even Surf Dracula’s powerful strokes can’t outpace the wave. We can see the fins of two giant tiger sharks right in his wake.

We pull up alongside SD. “Ready bros?” he yells as the wind whistles in our ears and the ocean rushes beneath us. I can hear the furious snapping of shark jaws. In unison, the three of us press off our decks and into standing as the massive wave begins to break.

“Yeehaw!” Geeko yells. Embarrassingly, Linus always becomes a cowboy when he catches a wave.

I can feel a shark nipping at the tail of my board, and I swing my Jansport at it. It grabs hold with a mega bite, and my bad luck continues. First the rollerblades, and now my backpack, gone in the space of about five minutes. Bummer, dude.

“The girls!” I yell, realizing they will still be on the beach when our mini-tsunami gets there. I can see them huddled around the bonfire still.

“Don’t worry!” Surf Dracula calls. “Weel save de gorls!”

The big wave races to the shoreline and we carve down its face at an angle as the top curls over in a mondo tube. Samantha, Janine, and Michelle Branch’s faces are twisted in terror as we speed toward them. Each of us scoops up one of the girls as the wave rushes all the way to the edge of the beach. I huddle over the woman in my arms as the water sluices back into the ocean.

Michelle Branch looks up at me. “You…you saved me.” She blinks. “I didn’t even know you could surf.”

“Women are always saying that to me,” I grumble.

“Excuse me?” Michelle Branch says, utterly confused.

I rally. “Michelle Branch, will you go to the prom with me.”

She blinks again. “You…really want to go with…me?”

I nod. She looks beautiful in the moonlight, even with a bit of seaweed in her hair. “Of course babe,” I say to her. “You’re everywhere, to me.”

She swoons, but I hear a mighty thrash behind me. One of the evil tiger sharks is on the beach trying to get to us. I raise my board and give it a whack, saving Michelle Branch for the second time. But as I turn around to check on her she says “Surf Dracula! Are you okay?”

He’s wrapping a blanket around Janine who is looking up at him like he’s David Hasselhoff. “We were so worried about you,” Janine says.

“Yeah. Iz nutheeng,” Surf Dracula says, but I can see he’s grim behind his sunglasses. “Did you see what was on side of boat?” I shake my head. “AVH, Inc.” Surf Dracula says grimly. “Same as in Johnny’s notebook.”

“Dude,” I breathe. “No way.” AHV, Inc. was written on the last page of Surf Dracula’s mentor’s journal. The last thing The Hark had ever written before he’d disappeared a month ago.

“Bros!” Geeko says, walking over with his arm draped over Samantha’s shoulder. “We’re goin to PROM, dudes!” Even in the moonlight, I can see Sam blush just as red as her hair. Geeko chuckles awkwardly. “Man, that was the scariest thing I did all night.” He finally realizes that we’re glum. “Yo, guys what gives?”

“The boat belonged to AVH, Inc.,” I say quietly.

“Whoa, just like The Hark’s Journal!” Geeko says.

“What do you think it means?” Samantha says.

“I dunno, babe. Nothing good, for sure. Their shadow bossman got away on a boat. He’s still out there!”

“We saw a speedboat,” Janine says brightly. “It was heading for the Marina.”

Geeko and I trade another look, but Surf Dracula has his back to us, with his fists clenched. A helicopter is swooping in low, headed for the San Dylvania marina. “I’ll find you, Johnny,” Surf Dracula says. “I’ll find you!”

Geeko and I pound fists one more time. “I’ll get the skateboards, bros.”

“There’s no time,” a voice from behind us says. We all whirl. Miss Mina is sitting in her cherry red jeep with the top off. “Hop in. I’ll get you guys there in a flash.”

“Shotgun!” Geeko yells but Surf Dracula puts his palm on our friend’s chest.

“I beleeve I already call shotgun,” he says with a sneer. He’s smirking but peering over his glasses at Miss Mina.

“No, dude–” Geeko begins but I shake my head at him. It dawns on him. “Aw, yeah, my bad, SD. We’ll stash the boards in the van, bro, and meet you in a sec.”

In no time, we’re piled in the back of Miss Mina’s jeep. “Crank the Maiden, Miss M!” Geeko howls and her tires screech as we speed off for the marina.

The End




