
Table of Contents

Max of Earth -Magical Menace (Mostly)

Chapter-1 – Very Sudden Supperpower

Chapter 2 | The Magical Bureaucracy of Oh

Chapter 3-Orientation Explosions, and Sparkling Disasters

Chapter 4 -Welcome to Wherever This Is

Chapter 5 -Toodleburrow & The Bread that Bites Back

Chapter 6 - Of Cheese. Challenges, Completely Confused Heroes

Chapter 7- Into the Trial

Chapter8-The Assignment; Fire, Fur, and Very Bad Vegetables

Chapter 9 - Hero for Hire Includes Soup, Screaming, and possibly a Goat

Chapter10- The Crack in the Veil (and a Surprisingly Loud Duck)

Chapter 11- Hero Evaluation Plan

Chapter 12 – Max and the mirrors

Chapter 13-Secrets, Spells & One Seriously Rude Teapot

Chapter 14-Bureaucracy, Biting Pen & One Hero’s Very Bad Interview

Chapter 15- Prophecy Buddies, Portal Drama

Chapter 16 -Welcome to | The Mirror Realm

Chapter17-Heart and Secrets

Chapter18 -The Mirror Seer, the Distraction Spell & One Extremely Unhelpful Chicken

Chapter 19-The Vault | of Whispers

Chapter 20 -The Gala  of Shadows

Chapter 21 - Crystal Secrets

Chapter 22 - Max’s Most Magical Meltdown

Chapter 23 The Max You Know Isn’t Me

Chapter24- Broken Reflections Inside the Mirror – A Memory That Mattered

Chapter 25 - Secrets, Sleepwalkers & Sentient Tea

Chapter 26 - The Llama, The City, and The Tower of Confusing Riddles

Chapter 27 - The Tower Falls & The Final Feather

Chapter 28 - The Pantry Uprising and the Gloom That Frowned Back

Chapter 29- The Dream Below & the Pudding That Whispered

Chapter 30 - The Echo of Spilled Magic

Chapter 31- Enchanted Errors & Suspicions

Chapter 32 - The Moment Before the Boom

Chapter 33 - The Bridge of Complaining Fog

Chapter 34- Reluctant Revelations

Chapter 35 - The Field of Almost & the Door That Shouldn’t Exist

Chapter 36 - Enter the | Glitch Zone

Chapter 37 - Mirror Me & the Untruths

Chapter 38 - Break the Glitch, Break the Curse

Chapter 39 - Sparks & Strategy

Chapter 40 - A Royal Rescue

Chapter 41 - The First Kiss (Max & Caroline)

Chapter 42- The Festival of Fates

Chapter 43 - A Glimpse Beyond

Chapter 44. The Future Begins


[image: pasted-movie.png]

Max of Earth: Magical Menace (Mostly)

Book two of Chronicles of Magical Mishaps

By D.H. SARSKY

© 2025 D.H. SARSKY All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without prior written permission from the author, except for brief quotations used in reviews.

Cover design by the author 

First Edition – 2026 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and events are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. To every glorious mess that turned into magic, and to every reader who’s ever felt like a walking hazard with a spark of destiny.  

Welcome to the Chronicles of Magical Mishaps—a chaotic, heartwarming, and enchantingly awkward series where joy is power, magic misfires constantly, and even the clumsiest heroes can change the world. 

Start with Max, then join Carolina. Trouble loves them both. 

Cast of Magical Mishaps (Partial & Questionably Accurate) 

Max: our joyful mess of a hero

Gregory: a dramatic chicken

Liuna: winged, witty, and 100% done with Max’s melodramas

Flynn: would like fewer magical explosions, thanks 

Theo: logic + friendship = heroic

Clive: a sentient suitcase (don’t ask)

Carolina: Max’s co-mayhem magnet. Her story’s coming next... 

Max wasn’t born to be a hero. 

He is a walking magical hazard—accidentally enchanting muffins, tripping into portals, and turning soup into sentient tornadoes. But when a mysterious curse begins unraveling reality itself, Max discovers his joyful chaos might be exactly what the world needs. 

Alongside sarcastic fairies, explosive sidekicks, and one highly judgmental chicken, Max must embrace the magic within—or risk losing everything. 

Packed with heart, humor, and high-stakes hilarity, this is the beginning of the Chronicles of Magical Mishaps. 

For fans of magical schools, underdog heroes, and stories where laughter saves the world.  

Thank you for joining Max’s chaotic, magical adventure. If this book makes you smile, gasp, or feel a little more heroic, I hope you’ll join Carolina in Book Three. Book Three: Carolina vs. the Chaos Protocol 

Coming soon 

I also want to introduce to you book number 1. of this series with 

a younger version of Max “Oops, I’m a Superhero”.

Prologue– The Feather That Fell Sideways

Before the soup explosions.

Before the sentient paperwork.

Before Max of Earth accidentally teleported into a hallway 

full of flaming cupcakes... There was a feather.

It drifted down from nowhere—a shimmer of gold and silver, curling sideways through space as if the wind couldn’t’t decide 

which way was up. It twisted past timelines. Slid between dimensions. Passed portals that hadn’t opened yet.

And somewhere, deep in the weave of reality, an old voice whispered:

“He’s not ready.”

Another voice—lighter, mischievous, and a bit out of breath—replied:

“Exactly. That’s why he’s perfect.”

The feather touched down. And the Gate of Trouble cracked open. Somewhere, Max sneezed—and a lightbulb exploded.

The story had already begun
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HE FAILED BOTH. NOT dramatically. Not in any way that would

make a good story later, with gesturesand a punchline. Just immediately, and completely, in the

flat and unremarkable 

way that certain kinds of failure prefer.

By 8:03 a.m., he had already dropped his bag in the entrance hallway, watched his lunch scatter across the linoleum in three separate directions—the apple rolling with suspicious confidence toward the far wall—and sneezed so hard that all the clocks in the building rewound ten seconds.

Ten full seconds.

He knew because he watched it happen. The analog clock above the water fountain—the one with the slightly warped minute hand that everyone ignored—ticked backward. One click. Two. The second hand moved in reverse with the deliberate quality of something that had been startled into honesty. Beside it, the digital display above the office window blinked once: 8:03. Then 8:02. Then, after a brief, thoughtful pause, 8:03 again, as though it had decided that if it acted quickly enough, nobody would bring it up.

Nobody noticed. The hallway moved around Max the way hallways always did—lockers banging, someone laughing too loudly at something that hadn't happened yet, the smell of floor wax and someone's forgotten gym clothes operating as a kind of olfactory wallpaper. Nobody looked at the clocks. Nobody looked at Max.

Nobody, that is, except the vending machine.

It sat at the far end of the hallway where it always sat, squat and humming, dispensing chips and juice boxes and quiet judgment. Max had never given it much thought before. It was a vending machine. It had a function and it performed that function. But today—today it noticed him. He could feel it. The screen flickered, once and then twice, and something about the arrangement of the display—the little illuminated rectangles of the selection grid—shifted. Narrowed. The way eyes narrow when something they've been keeping track of finally does the thing they expected it to do.

Max stopped mid-step.

"...don't," he said, very quietly, to the vending machine.

The vending machine buzzed louder.

Max turned away, deliberately, and looked at the middle distance the way you look at the middle distance when you are pretending something didn't happen. Because acknowledging hostile snack machines felt like a threshold he was not prepared to cross. Once you started having standoffs with vending machines, he suspected, you didn't really come back from it.

He hated Mondays.

He particularly, specifically, with great personal feeling, hated this Monday. Which was, in addition to being a Monday, his sixteenth birthday, and there was something about being sixteen that was supposed to mean something. Something involving freedom or confidence or at minimum a general reduction in the number of times per day reality looked at him sideways. He had been looking forward to sixteen in the vague, ambient way of someone who doesn't have concrete expectations but maintains them anyway.

And then he'd sneezed the clocks backward before he got to his locker.

Max exhaled and started walking again, tugging his bag strap up, trying to remember if he'd eaten breakfast. He hadn't, he didn't think. He'd been too nervous about—

He stopped.

He looked down at his sleeves.

Soft pink sparkles drifted lazily around his forearms, suspended in the air as though gravity was aware of them but had chosen not to weigh in. They caught the fluorescent hallway light and held it, turning it into something warmer and stranger, tiny drifting points of rose-gold that moved with him when he moved and hovered, patient and waiting, when he stopped.

They were not subtle. They were, in fact, the opposite of subtle. They were what subtle was afraid of becoming.

Max stood very still. Around him, the hallway continued its hallway operations. Nobody stopped. Nobody pointed. Either nobody could see them, or everyone had quietly decided that this was not the social interaction they were prepared to have on a Monday morning, and Max found both options equally plausible.

He rubbed his eyes. Hard. The particular kind of hard that implied a serious request for reality to reconsider.

When he opened them, the sparkles were still there.

"Not again," Max said, under his breath. He brushed at his sleeves, the way you brush at something you know perfectly well brushing won't fix, because the motion itself felt like doing something. "We talked about this. We agreed—no weird stuff before lunch."

The sparkles didn't respond, which was rude, and they didn't disperse, which was worse.

Max let his hands fall to his sides. He stood there in the middle of the hallway and tried, genuinely tried, to think. To approach this the way a reasonable person approached unreasonable things. He'd been doing it his whole life, hadn't he? The small incidents. The flickering. The time in fourth grade when he'd been very upset about a spelling test and every pencil in the room had snapped simultaneously and he'd blamed the humidity, and the teacher had believed him because believing him was easier than the alternative. He was good at generating the kind of uncertainty that made people choose not to look too closely.

But the sparkles were harder to be uncertain about.

And there was the feeling underneath them. A hum, deep in his sternum, like a sound that wasn't quite a sound—like something gathering itself. Like a sneeze, he thought. But larger. And pointed at something he couldn't identify.

"MAXIMILIAN PERCIVAL CRUMBLE."

Max flinched so hard he nearly sneezed again.

She was already moving—had been moving, probably, since before he'd heard her, because Ms. Huffinbark's approach had the quality of a weather event that had made its decisions well in advance. She stood at the end of the hallway in the way that suggested she had been placed there specifically to intercept him, a short woman with the energy of something much taller, her cardigan the color of a warning and her expression the expression of a person who had added his name to a list and underlined it.

"It's just Max!" he said, because this was a thing he said every time, like a reflex, like a prayer.

"Do not argue with me." She was already moving toward him, heels clicking with the metronomic certainty of someone who had stopped doubting herself years ago and had never looked back. "You are late, you are glowing slightly, and you are—" she glanced at the clock above the water fountain, which was still displaying 8:03 with the over-committed stillness of something trying not to be noticed—"possibly disrupting reality. Again."

"Possibly?" Max said, because there was always the chance.

Behind her, he noticed the janitor.

The janitor was not on the floor. The janitor was approximately four feet above the floor, rising with the gentle inevitability of a balloon that had given up on being reasonable, still holding his mop in both hands. The mop, for its part, looked committed. It looked like it had decided that if this was what was happening, then it was going to happen correctly.

Max winced. "...okay," he said. "That one's on me."

Huffinbark opened her mouth.

Max could see the architecture of the sentence forming—something load bearing about responsibility, something structural about the third time this semester, possibly a subordinate clause about his permanent record—but the floor moved first.

It rippled.

Not dramatically. Not the way floors moved in movies, with cracks and rumbling and people grabbing doorframes. Just a soft, unhurried roll beneath his sneakers, like the linoleum had taken a slow breath. Like something patient and enormous had shifted underneath the building and the building had absorbed it, and the floor was the last to know.

Max looked down.

The sparkles around his sleeves brightened. They didn't drift anymore—they pulsed, quick and rhythmic, the way a light pulse when the power is inconsistent, the way something pulses when it has remembered what it was supposed to be doing. The hum in his chest surged. It was the only word for it. Surged. A sudden pressure, upward and outward, like something that had been sitting behind a door for a very long time and had just been given a good reason.

"Oh no," Max said. He meant it with his whole body. The light came from his sneakers.

Not from above, not from his hands, not from anywhere a person might reasonably expect light to originate—from his sneakers, brilliant and pink and enthusiastic, a burst of radiance that hit the floor and spread outward in a wave. It moved through the hallway like a tide moving through something that had forgotten it was solid: rolling under lockers, washing over backpacks, running up walls and across ceiling tiles with the cheerful, democratic quality of something that wasn't interested in making exceptions.

For one very specific second, everything stopped.

Not froze. Not paused dramatically, the way time paused in movies with a musical sting. Just stopped. Every person in the hallway arrived at the same moment of stillness from a different direction, converging on the same held breath.

Then the vending machine exploded.

Not violently. Not in the way that required emergency services or structural assessment. Festively. The front panel blew outward on a gust of cheerful pressure, and confetti—real confetti, dense and multicolored and moving with conviction—erupted into the hallway in a cascade that hit the ceiling and bounced and settled and kept going, raining down over the assembled students with the generous persistence of a celebration that had been waiting for exactly this occasion.

From somewhere deep within the machine's interior, a robotic voice—warm, pleasant, the voice of something that had been designed for a different and more optimistic era—announced, with great satisfaction:

"Congratulations, citizen! You have unlocked Mild Catastrophe Level One!"

The hallway processed this.

Silence. Two full seconds of it, which is a very long time in a school hallway.

Then: screaming. General and collective, the way crowds scream when they haven't yet decided whether they're frightened or thrilled. Then someone started clapping—genuinely, enthusiastically clapping, as though this were a performance and they wanted more. From somewhere to the left, a voice Max didn't recognize shouted, with absolute conviction: "AGAIN! DO IT AGAIN!"

The janitor, now fully flush with the ceiling, waved his mop. It looked, at this altitude, less like a cleaning implement and more like a flag of some nation that had recently made an unexpected decision.

Ms. Huffinbark did not blink.

She stood in the center of the confetti storm with her arms at her sides and her expression doing something complicated, and Max watched her and thought, in the distant and unmoored way of someone whose brain has begun rationing resources, that he had never seen her blink. Not once. Not in three years.

The confetti settled. Or began to. It was a lot of confetti.

Max stood in the middle of it all, heart loud and graceless in his chest, sneakers no longer glowing, sparkles gone—just gone, between one breath and the next, like they'd said what they had to say and were satisfied with how it had landed. A piece of blue confetti landed on his shoulder. He looked at it. He looked at his hands. He looked at his sneakers, which were, as far as he could tell, just sneakers now. He looked at the vending machine.

The vending machine looked pleased with itself. Not anthropomorphically, not in a way anyone else would have described it. But there was something about its current expression—the settled quality of its display, the particular darkness of its dormant screen—that suggested satisfaction. That suggested resolution.

Max had always suspected it had opinions. Now he knew.

He became aware, in the slow way you become aware of things when shock is wearing off and something worse is moving in to replace it, of a very specific quality of stillness. His own. The stillness of someone standing in a school hallway covered in birthday confetti, in front of seventy witnesses, after causing a vending machine to festively explode on the morning of his sixteenth birthday.

This wasn't the clocks. The clocks he could explain, or decline to address, or allow time—regular, correctly-moving time—to quietly erase. This was not the sparkles, which had been ambient and personal and easy to doubt.

This was confetti. This was a floating janitor. This was a machine announcing catastrophe levels to an audience.

This was him.

It had always been him. He'd known that, probably, in the careful back-corner way you know things you're not ready to know yet, the way you file certain facts under not yet and check on them occasionally to see if they've become more manageable. They hadn't. They'd been doing the opposite of becoming more manageable. They'd been, he now understood, escalating.

The realization settled somewhere behind his sternum, quiet and total, the way the most important realizations arrived—not with drama, but with the resigned weight of something that had been true for a long time and had simply run out of patience.

This wasn't random. This wasn't a one-time thing. This was him.

Max swallowed. Confetti drifted.

"I think," he said to no one in particular, because it felt like the correct thing to say out loud, "I broke something."

The vending machine beeped once, from its darkened screen, with the satisfied finality of an agreement.

Max turned around.

And then he ran—not because he had a plan, not because he knew where he was going, but because staying still in the middle of something you didn't understand felt worse than moving, and movement at least had the advantage of being a direction.

The confetti, caught in the draft of his passing, rose briefly into the air behind him.

The janitor, from the ceiling, watched him go.

Ms. Huffinbark still did not blink.
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MAX DIDN'T STOP RUNNING until his lungs were begging for mercy and his sneakers were questioning their life choices.

He didn't remember turning corners. He didn't remember dodging people, though he must have, because nobody had screamed and he wasn't currently in jail. At one point he was fairly sure he ran past the same mailbox twice—and it winked at him, which felt wholly unnecessary and frankly rude.

He finally ducked into the alley behind Fraggle’s Donuts & Divorce Services—a suspiciously popular combination that had been a fixture of the neighborhood for thirty years and which Max had never once thought to question—and collapsed against the brick wall like gravity had been personally waiting for this specific moment.

The world tilted.

Or maybe that was just him.

Max bent forward, hands on his knees, breathing the way you breathe when your body has stopped believing in you. The cobblestones beneath him were damp and uneven, and somewhere nearby someone was frying something that smelled like cinnamon and bad decisions. He focused on that. The smell. The rough scratch of the brick against his palms when he finally straightened. Real things. Solid things.

The pink fog didn't care.

It still clung to his hoodie—drifting lazily around him, slow and luminous, like cotton candy had gotten into a car accident and decided to be philosophical about it. It moved with him when he moved. It sparkled faintly in the dim alley light, which was somehow worse than if it had just sat there looking ominous.

Max stared at it for a long moment.

"...okay," he said, very carefully. "That's new. That's definitely new."

The fog sparkled a little more in response.

Max pointed at it. The pointing was firm. Authoritative, even. "No. No sparkling. We are not encouraging this."

The fog did not listen.

Of course it didn't.

Max exhaled through his nose and straightened up fully, pressing his back against the wall. The brick was cool and solid and blessedly, wonderfully real. He let it hold him for a moment—let the chill soak through his hoodie into the tight, electric mess of his shoulders—and tried to think.

This had been happening for years, obviously. Little things, mostly. Colors that showed up where they weren't supposed to. Lights that flickered when he got anxious. The time he sneezed in second grade and every glass in the cafeteria shattered simultaneously, which had been blamed on a structural vibration issue by a school administrator who had clearly never taken a physics class. Max had gotten very good at believing convenient explanations. It was a survival skill.

But this was different.

This wasn't a flicker. This wasn't a coincidence someone could explain away with a confident face and the wrong vocabulary. He had sneezed and the world had gone pink. He had sneezed and there was fog that sparkled and moved and ignored direct instructions, and twelve other kids had been standing right there, and someone—probably multiple someones—had filmed it.

His heart was still too loud in his chest.

"What just happened?" he whispered, to the wall, to the fog, to nobody in particular. He wasn't really expecting an answer. "What did I sneeze into existence?"

"Technically," said a polite voice behind him, "it was a forty-three-percent concentrated bloom of accidental jubilance, cross-wired with suppressed anticipatory dread and a minor resonance cascade. Quite textbook, really, for a late-manifesting joy mage."

Max froze.

He turned around slowly, the way you turn around when you are very aware that whatever you're about to see is going to require you to update your understanding of everything.

A short woman stood at the mouth of the alley.

He was fairly certain she had not been there a second ago. He was very certain she had not been there a second ago, because he had looked. He had specifically looked, the way you look when you're hiding in an alley, and you want to make sure you're alone in it.

She was small and neat in a way that suggested she had opinions about efficiency. She wore a pointy hat—an actual, unironic, definitively pointy hat, slightly crooked to the left, as though it had been placed in a hurry or had come to its own conclusions about optimal angle. Her coat was beige, a practical trench that might have been stylish once, now decorated with a scattered collection of marks that could have been tea stains or could have been, Max thought, the scorched remnants of small magical explosions. Both seemed equally likely.

In her hands she held a clipboard.

The clipboard glowed. Faintly, steadily, with the particular luminous quality of something that had, at some point, been given a strong opinion and had not let go of it since.

Max stared at her.

He stared at the clipboard.

He stared at her again.

"I'm Max Crumble," he said, cautiously, because that seemed like the right place to start. "Percival is a vicious rumor."

The woman nodded. She had the demeanor of someone who had heard stranger things before breakfast and was running slightly behind schedule. "Excellent. You are hereby officially summoned to the Bureau of Magical Mishaps and Manifestation, Regional Office, Division of Unscheduled Blooms." She consulted the clipboard, flipping a page that glowed slightly more intensely than the others. "Immediate intake required. Please refrain from vaporizing anything on the way. We've had to redecorate the intake lobby twice this fiscal quarter and there are feelings about it."

Max stared at her.

"Wait," he said. "What?"

She lifted the clipboard.

Max opened his mouth—to say what, exactly, he wasn't sure, but it felt important to say something, to establish that he had questions, that he required additional information, that he was not simply going to—

There was a flash of purple light.

There was the smell of burnt popcorn, vivid and inexplicable and somehow accusatory.

Max had just enough time to think I should not have left the alley before the world folded.

Not spun. Not faded. Not tilted or swam or blurred in the gentle, forgivable way that dizziness sometimes managed.

Folded.

Like a piece of paper that had decided it was done being flat.

Max stumbled forward, caught himself on nothing—there was floor, there was definitely floor, his sneakers confirmed it, though what exactly the floor was made of was a matter he was going to need a moment to process—and looked up.

He immediately regretted having eyes.

The ceiling dripped upward. Not water—something more purposeful, more lavender, thin ribbons of luminous liquid ascending in cheerful defiance of every law Max had ever taken for granted. The walls flickered, cycling between two options that seemed to have been generated by completely different minds: a rich, warm lavender that pulsed gently, like a living thing breathing slowly; and wallpaper—dense, cream-colored, intricately patterned wallpaper—covered edge to edge in small squirrels wearing tuxedos. The squirrels varied in expression. Some looked thoughtful. Some looked disappointed. One, in the upper left corner, appeared to be writing a letter.

Max looked down.

The floor was pale and yielding beneath his feet, with the particular give of something that had never asked to be a floor and was doing its best.

He pressed his sneaker down, gently. It sank slightly. It released slowly, with a quality of surface tension.

"...that's mashed potatoes," Max said. "I am standing on mashed potatoes."

"You're not hallucinating," the woman said. She was beside him again, having apparently reassembled from wherever the folding had put her with no particular effort, clipboard still in hand. "Though you may be experiencing mild dimensional wooze. It passes within a few minutes or occasionally worsens. The outcome correlates inversely with how much you resist it."

"I'm standing on mashed potatoes," Max said again. He felt this bore repeating.

"Garlic and herb," the woman confirmed, without looking up from her clipboard. "The lobby is going through a phase. We've submitted three separate memos about it."

Max looked around, slowly, because the situation seemed to call for caution. The rest of the space was large and indeterminate, its edges fuzzy in a way that suggested either great distance or a strong preference for ambiguity. There were desks—he could make out desks, in the middle distance, occupied by shapes that might have been people or might have been concepts that had learned to sit in chairs. Somewhere deeper in, something that might have been a filing cabinet was moving under its own power, trundling along with a sense of important purpose.

The pink fog from his hoodie had followed him through the fold. Of course it had.

It drifted in a loose halo around his shoulders now, and three of the nearest desks—or the shapes at them—had turned to look. One of them appeared to be taking notes.

Max looked at the woman.

She was still consulting the clipboard, pen moving in small precise scratches, occasionally tapping a line with the end of the pen as though confirming it had behaved correctly.

"Who are you?" Max asked.

"Intake Officer Pembrooke," she said, without looking up. "Hildegard Pembrooke. Bureau of Magical Mishaps and Manifestation, as noted."

"Is that a government thing?"

"It is an organizational thing. Whether it is a government thing depends on which government you ask, and most of them officially have no record of us, which we find very efficient."

"Right," Max said. He looked at the squirrels on the wall. One of them seemed to have added a line to its letter. "And what does it do? The Bureau."

Officer Pembrooke finally looked up. Her eyes were gray and steady and gave the impression of having seen a great number of unusual things and having filed all of them correctly.

"We find people," she said, "like you. Before they become a problem." She paused and seemed to consider the word. "Or, in many cases, a larger problem."

Max absorbed this.

The fog sparkled.

"I'm going to need more information," he said.

"You are going to receive a significant amount of it," Pembrooke confirmed, making a final note on the clipboard. "Starting with a basic diagnostic, a magical assessment interview, a form or forms—several forms—and, if you are very fortunate, a biscuit. We recently acquired a reliable biscuit supply, which represents a meaningful improvement in the intake experience."

She tucked the pen behind her ear, where it rested against the brim of the pointy hat with the confidence of long habit.

"Try not to stand still for too long," she added, beginning to move toward the desks in the middle distance, heels sinking slightly with each step. "The potatoes have opinions about sustained pressure."

Max looked down at his feet.

The floor gave a gentle, affirmative sort of squelch.

"Right," Max said, and followed her.

He was, he thought, growing as a person. Involuntarily, and at a pace he had not consented to, and in a lobby that smelled like butter and mild magical incident—but growing, nonetheless.

The squirrel in the corner finished its letter and began to fold it, small tuxedoed paws moving with practiced care.

Max decided not to ask who it was for.
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THE CLIPBOARD WAS NAMED Steve.

"Form 7-C has strong feelings about unregistered manifestation events," Max knew this because the clipboard had introduced itself, approximately thirty seconds after Officer Pembrooke handed it to him and said, "Steve will show you to orientation," and then walked away with the purposeful efficiency of someone who had already moved on to the next item on a list that was never going to get shorter.

Max had stood in the mashed potato lobby—which was, he was relieved to discover, transitioning near the doorway into something more structurally conventional, though still faintly buttery underfoot—and looked at the clipboard.

The clipboard had glowed at him. Warmly. With the particular warmth of something that was pleased to have a job.

"Right this way, potential disaster," it said. Its voice was bright and slightly too loud, the voice of something that had learned enthusiasm from a manual and had committed to it fully. "We have quite the itinerary."

"You talk," Max said.

"Constantly," Steve confirmed. "It's one of my best qualities. Also one of my most contested ones. This way, please. Mind the floating tax forms—they've been agitated since the dimensional pressure shift this morning, and the lower ones have developed a biting reflex."

Max looked up.

The hallway he'd been steered into was long and high-ceilinged and lit by something that wasn't quite light—more the memory of light, warm and ambient, emanating from no particular source. Along the upper half of the space, paper drifted. Dozens of sheets, maybe hundreds, moving in slow current like leaves in a river that had decided to be vertical. They turned and overlapped and parted with the self-important busyness of documents that knew they were essential and wanted you to know it too.

One drifted low, directly at his face, and snapped.

Max jerked back, heart lurching. The form floated past with the indifferent smugness of something that had made its point.

"Okay," Max said. "That feels personal."

Steve said, without slowing. "Don't take it personally. It has strong feelings about everything. There's a whole subcommittee."

Max ducked under a particularly ambitious cluster of documents and followed the floating clipboard deeper into the Bureau, which continued to be the kind of place that rewarded not thinking too carefully about any individual element of it. The hallway shifted as they moved—not dramatically, not in a way he could catch in the act, but he was fairly certain it had been shorter when they started, and that the wallpaper, which featured a repeating pattern of small doors in a variety of styles and states of openness, had fewer open ones than it did now.

The carpet breathed.

He noticed it because he stepped onto a new section of it—darker, richer, the deep teal of something that had once been expensive—and felt the give beneath his feet. Not like the potatoes. Slower. Rhythmic.

In. Out. In. Out.

Max looked down at it for a moment, then made the executive decision to look forward instead. Some information, he was learning, you could choose not to incorporate into your understanding of your immediate situation, and the situation got neither better nor worse for the choice.

The hallway announced itself.

Specifically, it shrieked—a full-volume, full-hallway sound that came from everywhere simultaneously, high and bright and carrying the distinct vocal quality of something that had been waiting for the right moment: "INCOMING!"

Max had barely registered the word before the bucket materialized above his head. It was a standard bucket, galvanized metal, exactly the kind of bucket that should not have been on the ceiling and was not going to explain how it got there. It tipped, with the decisive confidence of a thing executing its purpose and discharged its contents directly downward.

Confetti.

Dense, multicolored, enthusiastic. It hit his head and shoulders and cascaded outward over the surrounding several feet of floor in a radius that suggested the bucket had been significantly fuller than it had any right to be. Some of it was star shaped. Some of it appeared to be tiny crescent moons.

Max stood in the middle of it, arms slightly raised, covered in festive precipitation.

He was quiet for a moment.

"...why," he said, carefully, "is everything celebrating me?"

The hallway did not answer.

Steve bobbed in what Max interpreted as a diplomatic shrug.

"I was on my way to school," Max added, because this fact kept feeling relevant and kept failing to help. "I had a lunch. I had a packed lunch. It had a sandwich in it."

"Congratulations!" Steve said, with full and unqualified enthusiasm. "You have graduated to spontaneous reality distortion. Lunch is very much behind you now."

Max stared at the clipboard.

The clipboard glowed with the placid cheerfulness of something that had delivered this particular speech before and remained genuinely moved by it every time.

"I didn't apply for that," Max said.

"Most don't," Steve agreed. "In fact, the ones who apply rarely manifest anything interesting at all. There's a whole study. Very discouraging for the applicants."

Max picked a crescent moon out of his hair.

They walked on.

The door, when they reached it, was glass—or something that presented itself as glass, clear and slightly warmer to the touch than glass usually was, with a quality of attentiveness that made Max wonder if it was watching them approach. Stenciled across it in clean professional letters was a sign that he read twice, slowly, to make sure he hadn't misread it.

ORIENTATION FOR MAGICAL MAYHEM INTERNS Please do not tap the gremlins. They find it presumptuous.

Max stopped.

He looked at the sign. He looked at Steve. He looked back at the sign, specifically at the word gremlins, which was doing a lot of work in that sentence.

"There are gremlins in there," he said. It wasn't quite a question.

"Only mildly interactive ones," Steve said.

Max waited.

"That's not comforting," he said.

"No," Steve agreed pleasantly. "But it is accurate, which we find preferable. In you go."

The door opened before Max touched it—not dramatically, not with a creak or a rush of air or any of the things doors did in stories when they wanted to make a point. It simply opened, like a door that had been expecting him and saw no reason to make a production of it.

Max walked in.

The room was aggressively ordinary in its dimensions and aggressively extraordinary in everything else.

It was the size of a classroom—the kind with windows along one wall, mismatched chairs arranged in an approximate cluster, and a desk at the front that suggested authority without quite commanding it. The windows were there, but what they looked out onto changed depending on which one you looked at and possibly depending on when. The chairs were occupied.

A girl in the far corner had eyebrows that glowed. Not subtly—not the kind of glow you might second-guess at low light—but steadily and warmly, like two small lanterns installed where eyebrows usually went. She had the look of someone who had made peace with this some time ago and was waiting, with moderate patience, for everyone else to catch up.

In the middle of the room, a boy sat in one of the mismatched chairs in the most technical sense of the word—he occupied the space above the chair, roughly two inches of clear air between him and the seat, hovering with the relaxed quality
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