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            WENDELL DIPMIER’S LIFE IS A DISASTER—AND THAT’S ON A GOOD DAY.

          

        

      

    

    
      At 17, he’s mastered the fine art of being invisible to girls, outclassed by bullies, and consistently misunderstood by the universe. But when a cigar-smoking, green-skinned monster shows up and drags him to another world, Wendell discovers he’s not just a joke—he’s the punchline.

      This world has problems. Big ones. The kind that involve ancient evils, unspeakable horrors, and a prophecy no one bothered to explain to Wendell. Now, armed with sarcasm, a magical artifact he doesn’t understand, and a knack for screwing things up, Wendell has to figure out how to save a world that’s not even his.

      Because if he doesn’t, this isn’t just the end of the world—it’s the end of everything. And Wendell? Well, he’s fresh out of excuses.

      Choices is the first book in Chronicles of a Hero, a laugh-out-loud fantasy adventure brimming with snark, heart, and enough dark twists to leave you craving the next installment.

      Perfect for fans of Terry Pratchett, Douglas Adams, and anyone who’s ever rooted for the underdog.
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            PRAISE FOR JAIME BUCKLEY

          

        

      

    

    
      "This book made me laugh so hard, my fire-breathing dragon woke up and burned my castle down. Worth it."

      — King Ignatius the Charred

      

      "Wendell Dipmier is my hero. And by hero, I mean the guy I’d call to distract the vallen while I run away."

      — Sir Plucky of Nowhere

      

      "I haven’t laughed this much since my fämäli tried to juggle fireballs. A truly magical read!"

      — Mysti Fizzlewart, Amateur Mägo

      

      "Jaime Buckley writes like a bard with a pocketful of wit and absolutely no fear of angry ogres. I’m a fan for life!"

      — Elanor Greenleaf, Keeper of the Eternal Library

      

      "I tried to put Choices down, but Dax threatened to ‘bamph’ me. Five stars."

      — Some Random Reader Who Definitely Isn’t Wendell

      

      "This is the book that taught me the most important life lesson: sarcasm is a weapon of mass destruction."

      — Dax the Green

      

      "If laughter is the best medicine, Jaime Buckley just cured my entire kingdom. We’re out of jobs, thanks a lot."

      — Queen Gladys of Giggleshire
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            IF I COULD BE ANYONE, IT WOULDN'T BE ME
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      If someone told me I’d have to die to be a hero, I’m not sure I would have taken the job.

      Yeah, I’m only 17. Not even the popular kid, which makes this more awkward. I’m guessing most people will probably think this is just a tale of fiction. Some story of a bored teenager made up to get more attention in a world starving for attention. But you know what? They can think what they want. I can’t fix stupid.

      “Ow, ow, ow!”

      “Oh, stop.”

      “It hurts,” I growled back. Truth was, everything hurt. That’s what happens when you try to be the good guy. The bad guys in my social spheres are bigger, stronger, faster, outnumber me, and prevent my escape. Teens are mean. Cruel even. The guys are bad, but girls are even worse. Any kid outside the ‘popular’ circles in school knows this. If you can’t meet the current standard for fame, talent, beauty, or connections, you’re just raw meat for the peer grinder.

      A sacrifice for sport and cruel entertainment among youth who think the public school system is ‘real life’.

      Thick fingers worked over my wounds, probing the depth of each cut. So far, there wasn’t a need for stitches, which was…good. No stitches meant no ER or med center. The last thing I needed was more parental attention. At least the sun had graced us with its presence. With the clouds retreating and the wind dying down, you almost forgot it was October. I closed my eyes to the warmth and… “Ow!”

      “Wuss.”

      “Jerk.”

      “Baby.”

      “Bully.”

      “Whiner.”

      “Thanks,” I grumbled. “For putting me back together.”

      “You’re lucky. You know that.”

      I always felt lucky at the Matthews’ home. It was my home away from home. Especially since mom died. When I had nowhere to go and no one to talk to, the Matthews had been there with open arms, as my family cracked and fell apart. Three houses down from mine, the door was always open, day or night.

      Great people.

      “I got beat up and pushed down a ravine, Evan. And here I was thinking my life was improving.” I flinched away from the evil cotton swab darting towards my face. “Ow. Okay, we’re done.”

      The back porch and pool area were a blind spot to the neighbors, overlooking a steep ravine that descended into miles of pine trees. I always joked that it was perfect for teens, up to no good. Evan had the first-aid kit spread out across the patio table. He’d angled the umbrella back to use the sunlight for inspecting my wounds.

      “That Travis came to get me,” Evan said. He grabbed another cotton ball and doused it ruthlessly with rubbing alcohol. I think he got a kick out of helping me, so long as I experienced pain. He liked to remind me it was a natural consequence of my choices. Choices that too often seemed to suck. “No, you’re not done. Sit down — that cut on your cheek needs closing.” Strong fingers gripped my arm. “If he hadn’t, you might not have been found…and I mean it. Sit.”

      “Someone would have shown up,” I argued.

      Evan frowned at me.

      “Eventually,” I added.

      He lowered his hands and stared.

      “Maybe,” I grumbled. Evan was probably right. He’d found me unconscious, along the bank of the stream. My bullies had dragged me away from the water, but I could have frozen through the night before anyone noticed I was gone. “But I am glad Travis came to you. Thanks for hauling my butt back here.”

      Again the nod. “Always.”

      I could count the friends I had on one hand. Evan was my best friend. Had been since we were little. Something about me and a Doberman Pincer during Halloween. I’m told I got between the attacking mutt and Evan, but all I remembered was trying to get to the candy first. My face got torn up, needed a bunch of stitches, and our parents became close friends over the event. Evan and I followed suit.

      “I heard Jeffrey had his locker broken into during the flag football game today,” he said nonchalantly. He pinched the cut on my cheek shut, and dabbed it with some glue.“Someone apparently tampered with his shampoo,” he said. Satisfied, he gave me a quick once-over, then cleaned up the first aid kit. 

      “Is that so?” I said.

      “Uh huh.” Squeezing the cotton-ball remains and wrappers into a clump, he tossed it at the tiny trash basket near his feet. It missed. Rolled between my feet instead. “Guys on the team were laughing about his shiny new dome. That, and losing his eyebrows.”

      It was hard not to smile. Just the thought of the biggest jerk in school getting pranked that hard was enough the make this day worth it. “Does anyone know who did it?”

      Evan snorted. “Nope. But for all the times he’s terrorized other kids in the school, it was hilarious.”

      “Yeah,” I said, reaching into my front pocket. I pulled out the crumpled five ounce lotion container and tossed it onto the table.

      Evan snatched it up. “You didn’t,” he smirked. 

      I shrugged.

      “Hair removal cream?”

      “Who knew it would work if mixed with shampoo?”

      Evan laughed, “I’m thinking Jeffrey.”

      I laughed with him. “Mom used that brand, and it was small enough to conceal in my front pocket, so…”

      Evan shot me a sly grin. “So if you got caught, they’d never check your front pockets.”

      “If Jeffrey and his dogs are anything, it’s homophobic.”

      Evan laughed again, leaning back into his chair. The hollow metal frame creaked in protest under the weight. He gave me a solemn look as he folded tree trunk arms. “I take it from Travis’s swollen face and mud soaked clothes you were a diversion?”

      I shrugged. “They thought Travis did it. Jumped him after school. When I saw them take the creek route home, I couldn’t just walk away.”

      Evan smiled. “I know. You’re decent that way.”

      “You mean stupid,” I said.

      “That’s not how I see it.”

      I ran my fingers carefully over the cuts on my face. Three bandages and two sealed cuts. Plus, no one had broken my nose for once. I was getting better at this. “You didn’t see it at all, Evan. Which reminds me…if you weren’t at football practice with all your non-nerd linebacker buddies, this wouldn’t have happened at all.”

      Evan scowled. “You don’t know that.”

      “Oh, come on. I’ve seen you fight, remember? Those idiots wouldn’t have a chance.”

      “That wasn’t my point.”

      “Then what was your point? Cause I keep trying to stand up for myself, just like you tell me to. I don’t turn away or hide when someone smaller is being picked on, but that only places the bully’s target on my back.”

      “Violence isn’t always the answer, Wendell.”

      “You’re right,” I said. “Violence is the question. The answer to bullies is ‘yes’.”

      Evan’s scowl deepened. “I’d prefer to talk things through…peaceably. Get people to listen to reason. That’s how to resolve issues long term.”

      I snorted. “Says the six foot two Mother Teresa on steroids. If you knocked them on their butts, I guarantee they’d listen.”

      Evan sighed. “Now you’re the one not listening.”

      It’s not that Evan was wrong, but we had very different lives. Where he was a beefy football player and babe magnet, I was more like a skinny-nerd fridge magnet. The kind toddlers knock to the kitchen floor when they brush up against them. Evan received cheers and adoration, whereas I received sneers and abhorrence. Just his presence in a room has stopped fights by reputation alone. I’d seen him protect me against four guys his own size. When Evan couldn’t reason his way out of something and violence was the last option, he was…inhuman. Moving between enemies with timing and precision, using just enough force to put an attacker down. No more.

      He’d even turned some conflicts into opportunities to make friends. Guys, who to this day, would watch Evan’s back if needed. I still don’t understand how he did it, but I saw it with my own eyes.

      Sinking back into the chair, I folded my arms defiantly, anger swelling in my chest. We’d had this talk many times before. He just didn’t get it. Not from my perspective.

      How we’d remained best friends often confused me. As little kids, you just have to like each other and play, but as teens? We had little to nothing in common. We didn’t walk in the same social circles, and even our family lives were night and day in comparison. I’d asked Evan once why we were friends. He said, “I think it’s because when you’re around, I feel like a complete person.” When I’d opened my mouth to argue, more than a decade of proof forced it shut again. Fact was, I’d worked flippin’ hard to deserve a friend like him. 

      What Evan’d done wrong to get me as a friend wasn’t my problem.

      “Sorry,” I said. Common sense beat my selfish moron version back into a mental closet, and I forced a not-quite-pathetic smile to my face. “The last thing I want is to replace my bully with another bully. Jeffrey may be a jerk, but that doesn’t mean I want to put you in that position.” I gave him my bouncing head from a side-to-side gesture. Translation: I’m being a jerk. We both know it. I’m sorry. Can we move on now?

      He gave me a nod. “It’s Friday. You’re safe. Travis is home safe, and my mom and dad are going out for the evening. You…need to get home soon?”

      I shook my head. 

      “Does…your dad need to know about today?”

      “Naw. Like you said, I’m safe. It’s over, and I don’t think he’d notice, anyway.” Dad preferred work to being at home. My cuts would be mild scars before we’d end up in the same room again. We’d become estranged roommates, instead of father and son. I was a walking reminder of mom’s passing, and it hurt him. If he looked at me for too long, or had to hold a conversation for more than a few minutes, you could see it.

      Something in him had broken.

      It’s one reason the Matthews welcomed me, and took every opportunity to encourage me. To be patient with my dad. To remember how much my mom loved both of us. They’d seen it all. The car accident. Praying at the hospital. The funeral in the rain. Reaching out to my father in his grief. Mom had been the center of our family.

      The center of my universe. Now she was gone.

      If I asked for anything, my dad wouldn’t hesitate to provide it. He just couldn’t give what I needed.

      A father.

      What do you do when you’ve become invisible in your own house to those you love? When you have no one to turn to? To talk to? My dad loves me. Of course he does, but he was hurting. The love of his life had been taken. “He’s…working late,” I said, shaking the oncoming depression from my mind.

      “So you’re free,” said Evan. “Cool. What say we order pizza?”

      Ah. A subject my mind could switch to.

      Pizza was food of gods, college students, and soccer moms too tired to deal with complaining kids. Our source came from a jolly 400lb Greek dough-slinger named ‘Bud’. I know the name resonates more with riding a horse and herding cows, but no-one questioned the results of the six-foot-four owner of the local pizzeria. Beard like a mighty dwarf and hands the size of anvils, Bud worked pizza magic like a sorcerer.

      The corners of my mouth curled up. “I’ll do one better. How about pizza, get out your dad’s projector, and we invite some girls over to watch a movie?”

      Evan cocked his head to the side and smirked. “Have anyone specific in mind?”

      Did I have anyone in mind? What a stupid question. My fingers nervously strummed the surface of the table. “We should definitely invite Cindi, of course.”

      “Of course.”

      “…and maybe…uh…”

      “Yes?” Evan’s smile grew a bit too wide.

      My fingers froze in mid-strum. “I’m thinking…Christie?” 

      Evan leaned forward, his chair creaking again in protest. “You know that’s another reason Jeffrey loves hitting you.”

      “Hey. They’re not an item anymore! In fact, the last time I was at the Tiki shop, she told him off. By social rules, any respectable, intelligent, and…questionably good-looking guy should be able to approach her.”

      “Intelligent?”

      “Hey!” I bellowed. But then I thought about it. “Never mind. We’re talking about girls. Two outta three is good enough.”

      Evan laughed.

      “We just need the right movie to entice her to join us.”

      “Entice her? Wendell, you have a kind heart and great personality. We don’t need to ‘entice’ anyone.”

      “Ouch.” I couldn’t help but cringe. “Saying your buddy has a ‘great personality’ is like saying your cousin Gracie has a ‘sweet spirit’.” Evan covered his mouth to stifle a laugh. He knew exactly what I was talking about. “Girls have never been interested in my personality.” I paused. “Actually, girls had never been interested in me at all.”

      “Only because they haven’t gotten to know you,” he countered.

      “Which is why Wendell needs every advantage he can get. They can’t get to know him if they don’t show up. Which means Wendell needs to get Christie’s attention and keep it.”

      “You just referred to yourself in third person.”

      “Wendell knows that,” I said.

      Evan just shook his head.

      “What?” I said.

      He leaned forward and poked the center of my chest with a meaty index finger. “That is the most valuable thing you possess, Wendell. Your heart. No, don’t roll your eyes. Until you decide to be who you truly are, genuine and boldly who…you…are, you won’t find happiness. You won’t be satisfied with yourself or anything you do. You put on this act to impress girls, but you’re selling a lie. When they discover the real you, they walk away, because you’re not what they wanted. Because you sold them on a lie.”

      “That’s exactly why I…”

      “Shut up. I’m not finished.”

      “Sorry. Go on.”

      “Start selling the real you, Wendell. Forget what you think girls want and just BE.” It was strange to see that pleading look on Evan’s face. He poked my chest again, harder this time. “There are talents and traits you haven’t discovered yet. Things that will matter to those who matter. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      I had no idea what he was talking about, so I nodded. “Agreed. Big Trouble in Little China would be perfect.”

      Evan sat there and stared at me blankly.

      “What?” I said.

      “You didn’t understand a single word, did you?”

      “Oh, yes, I did. Be genuine and bold. You said be myself. That movie is SO me.”

      “You’re serious.”

      “Of course I am. It has adventure, mystery, suspense, a dash of romance. I’d call it a well-rounded thematic masterpiece. Perfect for mixed company.”

      Evan sat back and threw his hands up in surrender. “Sure, if that mixed company were nerds and geeks. The only ‘dash’ of romance is a young Kim Cattrall being kissed in an elevator.”

      I bobbed my eyebrows up and down, grinning. “But Jack Burton does it so well.”

      Evan rolled his eyes. “If you want to impress Christie, you want movies more like Legally Blonde, or maybe Notting Hill, Wendell. Choose an all-time chick-flick classic. The key here is to pick something the girls would enjoy.”

      “What about us? I’d like to enjoy the movie too.”

      Evan gave me a quick jab in the arm. “We enjoy Cindi and Christie.”

      “Oh. Right.” That was a good point. It was the whole reason we were doing this in the first place, duh. Evan was always thinking ahead. Another reason I was glad we were friends. Which, if I was being honest, often helped me sidestep the trouble I found myself in. “Can we try the plan?” I asked.

      That got a full-blown moan. “No, Wendell. It’s a horrible idea. You don’t need to do that. If Christie joins us for pizza and the movie, you already know she wants to be here.”

      Right. Another good point. I knew locking the doors probably sounded serial-killer-ish. Even I could imagine red and blue cop lights flashing if things went south. Not like I set the idea in stone. “But if we watched Big Trouble in Little China, we’d also have monsters in play. Monsters could work to our advantage. Monsters are scary. Scared girls want to be comforted. Comforting often means hugs.” I flashed my toothy smile. “We enjoy hugging girls…why are you laughing?”

      “You make things hard that aren’t hard, Wendell. If it’s a movie Cindi likes, it has a better chance of interesting Christie, because Cindi will sell it.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “In fact, I’ll even ask Cindi to invite Christie herself.”

      “You’d do that?”

      Evan placed an open hand on his chest and gave me a genuine grin. “For you? Of course I would. So would Cindi — who thinks you’re sweet and misunderstood, because she’s gotten to know you.”

      “Really,” I said. I mean, I always knew Cindi was incredibly intelligent for someone so pretty, but “I thought she’d talked with me because you put her up to it?”

      “Nope,” he said. “Cindi says you’re a good guy, funny, and she thinks the girls are missing out. She said so herself, to my face.”

      Huh. I think that was the first compliment I’d gotten from a girl. Besides my mom…or Mrs Matthews. I mean, the girls were missing out, of course, but…

      Evan gave me his famous ‘you’re such an idiot’ look and sighed. “I’ll start making the calls. Which gives you enough time to get home, wash up and change into something nice. Let’s time it, so you get back here before the pizza arrives.”

      “Change into what?” I asked.

      “Something nicer than a smiley tee. Please trust me on this, Wendell. It’ll make a good impression on Christie, and it’s still you. Try one of your button-down shirts. Maybe something you’d wear to church?”

      I brushed some of the dried dirt from my jeans. Okay, I was dirty. The confrontation with Jeffrey had included some rough and tumble, but a button-down shirt? What next, a tie? So you and I are clear here in this story…I’m a classic guy. Jeans, sneakers, and a black smiley tee. I own over two dozen of them, all with unique expressions printed on the front. While my peers wore Marvel, DC and popular sport brand names, I wore the ‘everyone’ brand. My brand. A comfortable black cotton tee with a bright yellow smiley on it.

      Think about it. You could travel around the world and find plenty of places where people won’t know the trending superheroes touted by mega-corporations. But no matter where you go, everyone knows what a smiley face is. Every human being on our planet can understand a simple facial expression.

      That’s right, the Wendell P. Dipmier brand is global.

      “I’m thinking a smiley blowing kisses would work better,” I said. “If I make subtle hints about how I feel, Christie might pick up on it.”

      The house phone rang.

      Grabbing the small trash can at his feet, Evan walked towards the patio door. “I have no doubt she’ll get the hint. Just…clean up and I’ll get this started, alright? Seven o’clock. Sound good?”

      “Okay,” I said, then snatched the crumpled ball of trash from between my feet. Without a word, I threw it at the back of Evan’s head.

      His hand shot up, palm towards me, fingers spread,…and caught it. Over his shoulder, without turning around, caught it.

      I laughed. “Impressive.”

      Evan grinned as he reached the door. “It’s all in the reflexes,” he said. Then, more seriously, “Don’t be late. Seven o’clock, okay? We’ll…work with what we have.” The screen door clunked behind him and the door closed.

      I couldn’t help grinning so wide my cheeks hurt. It was actually going to happen. I’d been at this for years, and now Evan and Cindi were going to help me?

      My first date with Christie Baxter.

      I’d been on a date before, sure, but not with a girl like Christie. Not a girl-girl. Soft. Pretty. Someone who smelled like flowers or a hint of vanilla instead of acne cream and garlic. I’d filled in for Evan when his cousin Gracie came to town. A double date thing. She wasn’t overly bad looking once you got past the pig-tails, intense eczema across cheeks and chin, and whatever that green stuff was, stuck in her braces.

      I’d cut my lips on those braces. Not voluntarily, mind you. Gracie tried to kiss me in the back seat of Evans’ car. He got out to open the door for his date and Gracie jumped on me. My charm must have been in overdrive. All I remember saying was, ‘Hi. Nice to meet you.’ I think it got translated as ‘Hi. I’m Wendell, the pool boy.’ Next thing I know, pig-tails and a wiggling tongue lunged at my face.

      Wasn’t too bad…only needed three stitches.

      This date would be a whole new experience. I’d had a crush on Christie ever since middle school. We sat next to each other for most classes in high school. The thing I always noticed was she looked like a girl. Maybe that’s weird to say, but she wore dresses. She had long hair. Sometimes she had her nails done, but it was a soft color, without all the pictures and sparkles and…stuff. No make-up plastered on her face, just lip gloss and a smile like sunshine.

      She also behaved like a girl. Every paper passed to her was met with a ‘thank you’, every request ending with ‘please’. She was one of the few girls who didn’t run when I approached. If I said ‘hello’, she’d smile and say ‘hello’ back.

      That had to mean something, right?

      Threading my fingers behind my head, I closed my eyes and sank back, grinning into the sun. Its glorious warmth felt good on my abused face. More potential man scars, that’s what these were. I wondered what Christie would think when she saw them?

      “Oh my,” I said in my best female imitation. “Wendell, how did you ever get such manly-man scars like those?”

      Sitting upright, “Didn’t you hear?” I gave her my dashing smile and said deeply, “I had to step in and save a young boy from an untimely thrashing.”

      Hands went to her face as Christie gasped, femininely horrified. “Who would do such a wretched thing to a child?”

      Rolling my shoulders back, as I naturally would, “It wasn’t just one villain, Christie. It was three.”

      A single hand reached out to touch my fully flexed and eventually to-be-chiseled chest. Her hand quivered, and she added another gasp, just to keep it real. “Is that…how you got those painful looking scars?”

      My smile widened. “You mean the ones that make me irresistibly handsome?”

      Now it’s Christie that smiles, lips trembling. Her brown eyes were so warm and large, I could swim in them. “Yes,” she said with a breathy sigh.

      “It is,” I reply, then pause for her adoration to envelop me. When she’s had her fill, I wrap an arm around her voluptuous frame. “It would have been wrong for me to thrash them without mercy. I let them beat upon me as a diversion. Just long enough to allow the boy to flee.”

      That’s when she falls into me, overcome by my masculine and heroic presence. She rests her head against my chest. My other arm wraps around her and I allow myself a moment,…or five…to comfort her. In those moments, Christie wonders why she hadn’t noticed me before. The way I stand, carry myself, the deepness of my voice and the warmth of my touch. She then realizes she could have basked in my presence for the past four years.

      That makes me smile from ear to ear.

      “Oh yeah, this is gonna be great,” I said aloud. “One of the prettiest girls in town is joining me for dinner and a movie. What could get better than that!?”

      ‘Monsters, that’s what,’ said an inner voice. Over the years, I’d named him Doubt. Sometimes he made a good argument, but mostly he was annoying. ‘Monsters are terrifying,’ Doubt continued. ‘Monsters drive people to take action. Monsters are a key to forging heroes. Heroes get the girls. If there was ever a shortcut to the part of a hero, Wendell, a good scary flick was it.’

      That…was a good point.

      Evan already had a girl. Evan didn’t need to impress anyone, because he impressed everyone. Evan didn’t need to be a hero. He already was a hero. Big, strong, smart, kind, protective, and admired by everyone I could think of.

      Me?

      The Universe and I weren’t exactly on talking terms. Anything having to do with girls, trying to look cool, or the basic functions of life, went wrong. Timing, first impressions, second, third and fourth impressions, job opportunities, PE tests at school, anything having to do with that...math stuff, all flops.

      Evan was wrong. 

      The stable things I had in my life died with my mom. I needed all the help I could get. He and Cindi could help all they wanted, but if this was going to succeed, I needed to sidestep the Universe.

      Tonight, I needed to be the hero.

      “Exactly,” I said under my breath. Looking up, I shook my fist at the sky defiantly. “It’s MY turn to be the hero. MY turn to battle the monsters and get the girl!”

      Problem was, I had no idea the Universe was listening.

      …or that it would send an actual monster to test my resolve.
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      BAMPH!

      My life changed with that sound.

      Loud and sudden, an unseen force hit me square in the back, knocking me off my feet. I sailed over the Matthew’s patio table and into their lounge chairs like a bowling ball. Stacked five high against the house, my arms went up, shielding my head at impact. Water from the pool, leaves, and grass clippings followed me, blanketing the patio deck in a wide-arc spray. My long legs, one of my personal curses…flipped up and over the chairs. I moaned as my body slowly came to a stop.

      “Ow.”

      I blinked painfully a few times, dust and dirt in my eyes. It hurt to breathe. I’d hit the chairs and side of the house, hard. My face burned too, but that’s what you get when you land on cement cheek-first. The awkward position made it difficult to inhale. Hips over my shoulders, a foot and arms tangled in chairs. Pretzels are great, sure, doesn’t mean I wanted to be one.

      Without warning, the stacked chairs tilted slowly to one side…and in a crumpled mess, fell on top of me. 

      Double ow.

      “Did I make it?” Deep with a hint of gravel, I heard heavy gasps somewhere out of my view. “Fingers? Toes! Uhhh...tenders?” There was a pause, and then, “Mahan’s Pink Panties, I actually made it! WooHOO!“ A loud burp followed. “You owe me BIG TIME, old man!”

      “Evan?” I said, trying to turn my head. Every effort I made ground the skin of my face harder into the cement. Ow, ow, ow. Reaching towards my hips with a hand, I tugged at the rubber strands of the chair to pull a knee free.

      “Good grief. Here.”

      Strong hands pulled and untangled the chairs from my limbs. I sat upright and took a deep breath. “SO much better! Thanks, I appre — HOLY COW?!?” My heart leapt, pulling my body with it, back against the pile of furniture. Before I could utter another word, a massive, green, calloused hand clamped down over my mouth.

      “Woah there, kid.” Giant bulbous eyes fixated on me as an avalanche of eyebrows tumbled forward into view. “Don’t be shoutin’ and making’ a ruckus. That would be bad…for you.” Thick lids narrowed to slits.

      I gulped.

      My eyes twitched and watered. I blinked the tears away, but they just wouldn’t stop. I couldn’t help it. Oh, I was scared, sure, but it didn’t bring me to tears. The thing pinning me down was a sickly, putrid green color…and it smelled. Oh, my goodness, did it reek. Have you ever smelled something so bad, you just couldn’t get rid of it? I’m talking skunks as the baseline for yuck. This putrid scent crawled onto my face and forced itself up into each nostril. Rotting fish and old tobacco ash trays. The fumes caused me to cough, forcing bubbles of air to escape through the clenched fingers on my face.

      It sounded like mice farting from my cheeks.

      The creature stared at me, its head slowly leaning to one side.

      Roughly three feet tall, its head was a third of its body size and wider than its shoulders. Its hands and feet were almost as big, each with only four digits. Muscular arms and shoulders attached to a small chest littered with curly black hair. A pot belly jiggled and bounced with each movement. If it had legs at all, I couldn’t see them. Not past the purple polka-dotted boxer shorts it wore as its only stitch of clothing.

      To complete the weird ensemble was a shimmering banded stone of onyx purple and blue, wrapped in silver strands of metal. The stone dangled from around its neck, attached to a bright silver chain, standing out against its dark skin.

      “Now let’s you an’ me come to an understanding.” The hand clamped firmer against my mouth. “I ain’t gonna hurt ya, unless you make meeEEEE. Ow. Hot. HOT!!”

      Even in the sunlight, I could see sparks of light popping across the gem’s surface of the necklace. Smoke rolled up from the monster’s chest. My nose crinkled at the added smell of burning flesh. Without letting go of my face, the monster twisted and bobbed, trying desperately to yank the chain from around its neck. Problem was, its head was too big. Switching tactics, it pulled against the chain and it snapped,…immediately slipping from its grasp.

      “No, no, no,” it gasped, reaching for the end of the chain with desperate fingers. Refusing to move the hand firmly against my face, the necklace arched up and out of reach, bouncing along the wood porch and into the grooves of the wooden planks. The water from the pool provided a perfect film to ride along until it slipped over the edge of the porch.

      Down the mountainside, into the forest below.

      The monster froze. “That’s…not good,” it gulped. For long moments, it just started at where the gem had vanished. “Right,” it said softly. Scratching its bald dome of a head, “You got here. That was the hard part, Dax. You know where you live. You can still get home. This’ll still work. No need to panic.”

      So it had a name. Dax.

      Those massive eyes locked back onto me. My breathing quickened, pushing and pulling air through my nostrils. I could have sworn those black pupils looked bigger than semi-tires. I think a whimper escaped from somewhere on my face.

      “I’m gonna lift my hand and let you up. If you stay calm, I’ll do my thing and leave, okay?”

      I blinked.

      The monster loomed even closer, our noses almost touching. “Hey. Time’s tickin’ and I ain’t got patience for stupid. You understand the words I’m sayin’, kid?” Those massive eyes searched my face for some recognition.

      Slowly, I nodded.

      It nodded back. “Good.” Its hand slowly lifted from my mouth and it moved back a pace. “Let’s get this over with. I wanna go home. Let’s start with your name.”

      “It’s W-Wendell. P-please don’t eat me, M-Mr Dax, sir,” I stammered. I poured as much fear and trembling into those words as I could. It needed to sound real. Genuine. To an untrained eye, my body shook uncontrollably with panic. In reality, I coiled myself and prepared to push up from the chairs and sprint for the back door. Evan had a gift for violence. If I could get to the house, he could deal with this. He could save me from the monster. Fortunately, I was trembling with fear. Unfortunately, the monster was standing in my direct path. Dax could easily reach out and grab me before I could take a step.

      “Hey, how did you —” he snarled. But the wary anger shifted to a sly grin. “Ah. Talking to myself. Huh. You pay attention, that’s good. That’ll help.”

      “Help?” I said, “Help with wh⁠—”

      “…and don’t be disgusting, kid. I don’t eat people. Just cause I look like a vallen, don’t mean I’ve adopted their dietary retardation. Where I come from, cannibalism is illegal.” His whole body shivered. “Thank goodness. If you saw some folks walking through the market,” he shivered again, “Eww.”

      “T-thank you, Mr. Dax,” I said, still pushing against the chairs. Manners didn’t excuse the fact that I had a monster in front of me right now, with unknown intentions.

      “Just Dax, W-Wendell,” he snorted. “Drop the ‘Mr’. Do I look like a family man to you?” But then he frowned, his eyes looking up and to the side, as if trying to catch a thought. His tone lowered to a near mumble. “Then again, some of those little kids look pretty plump and tender. Hmm. Scrub ‘em clean,…marinade ‘em in some Blackseed Rum, throw on a little pepper and a bay leaf? Could have a decent BBQ.” Those bulbous eyes sauntered to settle on me. Caterpillar eyebrows bobbed up and down. A thick tongue rolled over large, pointed canine teeth.

      I tried to merge back into the fallen chairs, but they wouldn’t let me.

      Dax snorted again through a wide grin. Thick fingers reached into the lip of his boxer shorts and produced a stubby cigar. “Cows,” he said casually.

      “What?” I said.

      His other hand produced a match. In one swipe, he lit the match across the stubble of his chiseled face. “You said ‘Holy Cow’. Back home, cows ain’t holy. We eat ‘em. We call it ‘meat’. Burgers, roasts, pies, ice cream. Tastes good.” Dax grinned at me as he puffed the cigar to life. “Oh, and don’t try dashing for the back door, kid. You can’t outrun me.”

      “Okay,” I squeaked faintly. So he’s an English speaking, mind-reading monster. Every fiber of my being in that moment told me that if I couldn’t run to safety, I should scream. Scream for my life. Scream for Evan, scream for…anybody, but my lungs failed me. My throat seized up tight and dry. My mouth clamped shut. ‘Doubt’ shouted louder in my head, countering my impulses in a matter-of-fact tone. ‘Don’t make it angry,’ he said. ‘It’ll eat you, Wendell, with or without a bay leaf!’

      But that was the thing. A tiny scratching at the back of my mind kept whispering something even ‘Doubt’ failed to acknowledge.

      Monsters weren’t real.

      Sure, there were bad people in the world. Everyone knew that. We call them ‘monsters’, because they do bad things. Evil things. They hurt others. Leave scars. Sometimes those scars are so deep, they last for a lifetime. This was different.

      I was staring at a creature you’d find in a horror movie or fantasy fiction. A creature dreamed up by writers and makeup artists. Storytellers crafted such things to evoke emotions, especially fear…or to get their own emotions out. If you looked in the newspapers, magazines, or even the internet, I doubt you’d find a single, legitimate monster in existence. There was no Bigfoot. No Loch Ness monster. No Boogyman.

      There’s no way Dax was real.

      …and if Dax wasn’t real, the only logical solution was that he had to be the creation of my imagination.

      Trust me, this’ll make sense.

      Someone had beaten me up, thrown me down a ravine, and left me unconscious. My best friend then retrieved me and dragged me back home. The exhaustion had caught up to me. It made perfect sense. Evan had treated my wounds, and I’d fallen asleep in the warm sun.

      That’s it.

      This was just a bad dream, my mind and body trying to deal with the trauma of the day. The monster before me was a manifestation of my stress and anxiety as my brain tried to cope and compartmentalize my experiences. 

      Say that five times fast.

      That,…or he was a tiny actor, in some kind of costume, sent to play a sick prank.

      Huh. I hadn’t considered that possibility.

      What if it was both?

      That posed a new set of challenges I had to consider. If this was from my mind, my creation, then I’d bet it was Jeffrey who sent Dax. ‘Imagination Jeffery’ knew I wanted to date Christie. He’d been dating Christie, but she dumped him. He knew I’ve always liked her. He wouldn’t want me anywhere near the prettiest girl in town — the girl he’d lost by his own actions — and would do almost anything to stop me from spending time with her.

      Even sending a monster.

      There. That was it. Problem solved. This was all a figment of my own mental creation and there was nothing to be afraid of. Dax was absolutely no threat to me. I conjured him from the cavernous recesses of my mind, and no creation was greater than its creator.

      “Right,” I said. “Who sent you?”

      Dax looked confused. I had to admit, my imagination was impressive. It was doing a brilliant job in the monster-creation department. So lifelike. So real. Adapting perfectly to the personal interaction. The muscles in that huge, chiseled jaw flexed and relaxed with a ripple of flesh. Amazing.

      “What?” he said.

      “Who sent you?” I said. Well, I believed it was Jeffery, sure — but I am a creative genius — maybe I’d surprise myself. Pushing to my feet, I brushed the leaves and dirt from my clothes. “Because I have to say, and I mean this with the greatest admiration, you look…amazing. The hairy green flesh, piercing eyes and yellow teeth.” I leaned in closer to the little guy and gave him a wink. “Your voice, by the way, is epic.” 

      Crystal blue eyes stared back at me, eyebrows climbing. Smoke billowed from the angular mouth and nose as it stoked the cigar tip to a cinder red. With a flick of his fingers, the used match flipped up and over Dax’s shoulder, landing with a hiss into the pool. “Thanks,…I think.”

      Now that I knew what was going on, I found myself fascinated with this interaction. How real it felt. With every move he made, Dax’s muscles shifted perfectly. Even the impatient tapping of that giant foot looked like actual flesh with cracked, yellowing toenails. Wow! “Sorry to break the mood,” I said, “but I have to ask. Is this like a day job thing? Do you get to do this all the time for work?”

      Dax stood there and said…nothing.

      Maybe it was the wrong question. I’d played rpg’s, also known as role-playing games, most of my life. It would make sense for my brain to pull from my experiences. “Are you from another planet…or another dimension? I mean, I’m so curious where Jeffrey found you?”

      Dax slowly inhaled and wiggled an index finger in my direction. “Ohh yeahhh, Jeffery! That’s right,” the thick skin perfectly crinkling around his eyes as he smiled. “This? Oh, hell no. I agreed to a one-shot gig. I’m getting paid a lot ‘o coin, and settling a personal favor. John said…”

      “You mean Jeffrey,” I corrected him.

      Dax hesitated. “Right, yeah…no, John told me that Jeffrey was calling in that favor I owed him. Said he wanted me to pay you a visit, to…”

      “Get me to stay away from Christie,” I said.

      “Sure. Of course he does. I think. And so I…”

      Folding my arms, I staring back as brave as I knew how. “You were sent to ‘rough me up’ if I didn’t agree to back off. Which makes this a total joke,” I said, this time a little louder. It kinda felt good to throw a little sass back at my antagonist. I’m usually on the receiving end, so this felt good. He was short, but the way he swayed on those wide feet, it reminded me of a predator cat. It was intimidating. For the longest time, he refused to blink. Those huge saucer-eyes locked on me. His shocked expression told me my boldness was working. Someone had sent this monster to bully me, but now the tables were turning. It felt amazing to play my part.

      Dax then drew closer, scooting up to my leg, and shot a wary glance over his shoulder. “Kid,” he said in a cautionary tone, “there’s nothing funny about this. I got many people who say you’re the end-all be-all tough guy. Where I come from, you’re famous. People’ve been talking about you for what…a couple hundred years? That’s why they sent me.” He tapped my leg with the back of a hand, then repeated the gesture against his chest. “Fellow tough guy.” But there was something close to panic in his eyes. He looked over his other shoulder. “Between you and me, kid, this is the last place I want to be right now.”

      Me? A tough-guy? This dream just got infinitely better! I grinned so hard my cheeks hurt. Dax feared me? The monster, sent to rough me up and keep me from seeing Christie…feared sprinting-across-high-school-campus-in-my-underwear-to-avoid-a-bully-beating me?

      A snort escaped me.

      “You okay?” Dax asked.

      I nodded. “Sure. Why?”

      “You ain’t exactly reacting like I thought you would.”

      “How should I react?” I said.

      His frown deepened. “Dunno. Fewer smiles, maybe. More screaming. Lots of runnin’ away. That’s what folks usually do when I show up.” He shrugged, “The smart ones, at least.”

      “Oh, sorry. It’s not every day you get this kind of attention,” I said. “I’ve never been famous…for anything. Makes me curious.”

      “Well yer impressing me,” he said.

      I wondered if my brain was reacting to my deepest secret? Something I’d been holding close to my chest for far too long. I was ready for a change. An enormous change. It’s something I hadn’t talked about, even with Evan. I’d been dreaming of walking away. Specifically, from the pain and frustration of my life. I mean, get real…no one needed me here. High school would be over in a few months, and then what? Where do I go? What would I do? Real life was about to jump me, and I’d have a chance to start over.

      Start over and become someone else. That’s what I wanted. That had been my plan since mom died. Go where no one knew me and carefully build a completely new reputation as someone other than…me. When you’re perceived as something much less than what you’re striving to be, why would you stick around?

      “I knew my life was about to change,” I said. The words hurt my chest.

      Dax erupted in a deep, grumbly laugh. “Oh, you are so right, kid.”

      “Wendell,” I said. “Just…Wendell.”

      “Sure,… ‘just Wendell.’” Dax shook his head.

      “What?” I asked. “Is this the point where you rough me up?”

      He snorted. “You just hold on to that thought, okay?” Pulling out a dainty set of bifocals, again from the rim of the boxers, he fixed them atop his tiny nose. “Work with what you're given,” he said out loud. More to himself than to me. “That’s what the old man always tells me. We’re behind schedule, Wendell, so let’s go over the list.”

      “List?” I said. “You have a list?”

      Wiggling his fingers like some street magician, a stubby pencil and a rough-cut piece of parchment suddenly appeared in either hand.

      I gasped. “You do magic?”

      Dax looked at me over the glasses, puzzled. “Barely. Not like what you do.”

      “I don’t do magic,” I said.

      Dax looked at me like I was stupid. “Course ya do.”

      “Uh, I’d know if I did magic, and I’m telling you, it’s never happened.”

      Dax’s brows dropped forward so low, they almost pushed the bifocals from his nose. “Never? As in…nothing at all?”

      I shook my head.

      “Huh,” he said, pushing the glasses back up the bridge of his nose. “I was told you’re the best mägo there ever was.”

      “I never been the best at…mägo? What’s a mägo?”

      “Users of magic,” he said. “Wizards, magicians, sorcerers, seers, and an entire list of names I can’t pronounce OR spell.”

      I just about choked on his words. People thought I could do magic? Better yet, I’m supposed to be the best at it? My creative mind was taking this to a whole new level! I usually dreamt of being an ancient warrior lord, olympian bodybuilder, or reclusive billionaire trying to manage his supermodel girlfriends around the globe.

      Shut up…it could happen.

      There was something in those eyes and the way he stared at me that caused me to hesitate. ‘You’re missing something, stupid,’ Doubt chimed in. ‘You’re going to hate yourself when you get it.’

      Dax’s expression softened, if only a bit, and he gave me a grin. “I’m told by the big shots that you’ll likely be the best of us.” He looked me up and down and shrugged. “But…that’s up to you.”

      “What about Jeffrey and staying away from Christie?” I said.

      Dax never looked up from the parchment. “Who?”

      Magic was exciting, sure, but the biggest event in my life right now, real or not, was my date with Christie. This might even be the deciding factor on if I left home after high school. Girls change everything. Ask any guy. 

      ‘I would pay attention,’ Doubt whispered.

      Time passed differently in dreams. I’d lived most of a lifetime with my mom in a dream not long after she’d passed. Spent years as a pig wrangler in Wyoming, too. Never understood why I dreamt of that. Who dreams about Wyoming? There’s nothing there but sage brush and karate-chopped mountain tops. Probably a rancher, somewhere, wishing he’d moved to Idaho for a social life. Or potatoes.

      Maybe a social life with potatoes?

      How long did I have left to get ready for the date? It was probably time to wake up.

      Dax’s eyes flashed from the parchment to me, then back again. “Milk, butter, Blackseed Rum,’ he began, then frowned. He flipped the parchment over. “Ah. There we go. Use star gem to navigate portal.” Looking down, hesitated, then looked to the spot where the gem had committed suicide. He made a mark on the parchment. “Check.” Looking up at the afternoon sun, he squinted, then looked at the pool. “Arrive while the sun is lowering to late afternoon. The globe sinks to the west. Target location is next to a pool of collected water, hides occupants from view. Check.”

      Dax looked back at me and grinned so wide I could see his full set of oversized canines. “He will be outside the dwelling.” His tone dropped an octave. “Alone.”

      I gulped.

      ‘Now ya got it,’ said Doubt. There was a deep, internal sigh at the very back of my brain. ‘You should have screamed. Idiot.’

      Dax’s toothy grin widened as he crumpled the parchment and dropped it to the ground. “Check.”

      Double gulp. “W-what did you w-want again?”

      Dax never blinked. “The only reason I’m here is for you.”

      That’s when Dax yawned.

      Okay, makeup is one thing. I’ve even seen some amazing CGI and animatronics in my lifetime. Things to shock an onlooker, but this? The mouth on this guy reached across his entire face, and I’m talking from ear to ear. A good twelve inches or more, at least. Fine, okay, makeup and wiring could have stretched that, but this thing actually did a wide-open, full-on yawn. You could have fit a small child in there and had room to spare. What made it worse was the wall-to-wall teeth that made lions and tigers at the zoo look like they were teething. It was all teeth, gums, and a massive tongue at the center.

      There wasn’t anyone inside, because this wasn’t a costume.

      Dax the monster was real.

      I’m pretty sure I felt myself pee.

      …just a little.

      Shuffling back a foot or two closer to the side of the house, I looked desperately for a clear path to the back door. “WOAH,” I choked, “WHY do you want me? For what??”

      Rolling his head back, Dax sighed. “And there’s the reaction.” He shook his head. “No. I was not paid to explain things. I would have charged triple for this crap.” Training his attention back to me, “I’m your ride. Time to go.”

      “Wait,” I said. 

      “No,” he repeated with an irritated puff of smoke.

      “What about Jeffrey?”

      “Who?”

      “Jeffrey,” I said. “The one who sent you to get me to leave Christie alone?”

      “I ate him,” he snapped.

      “You WHAT!?” I squeaked. “You said that was illegal where you come from! You said you weren’t some v-vacum, vallnum,…”

      “Vallen,” he said.

      “Exactly!” I said.

      Steel fingers grabbed my pant leg. “Look, kid, we gotta go, okay? Now. But if we’re being honest here, you should know that I ate Jeffrey because he talked too much.”

      “WHAT?” The fallen lounge chairs were on either side of me, the monster at my center. There was no logical line to the back door and safety. Wiggling an index finger at Dax, I clenched my other hand into a fist. “I’ll scream,” I said.

      “You’ll…scream?” Dax snorted, thick smoke shooting forcefully from both nostrils. Leaning in, he kicked my feet out from under me at lightning speed. I landed hard against the chairs. In an instant, Dax was in my face. Poking a finger into one of my facial cuts, I flinched at his touch. “I don’t get it,” he mumbled. “You look more like a punching bag than a hero.”

      I slapped his hand from my face. “These scars are from defending a kid from…,” but I hesitated. I wanted to throw some intimidation back at this bully. That’s all Dax turned out to be. Another green skinned, violent, dominating bully. “A mob,” I blurted out.

      “Mob, huh? How many?”

      “T-twelve,” I said, though not confidently.

      “Twelve, my hairy butt,” Dax snickered. “If they were babes in diapers, abandoned by their mommies for you to bottle-feed, maybe.”

      I scowled. What caused me to tell a lie? Why was I trying so hard to impress another bully? Why add being a liar to my problems? “It was three,” I corrected myself. The words tasted bad in my mouth. “Just three guys. They were older kids from school. I…,” my voice dropped off as the weight of my lie rested fully on my conscious. “I didn’t fight anyone. I got my butt kicked. Is that what you wanted to hear? They were jerks picking on a smaller kid. A kid who did nothing wrong.” My head lowered in shame. “All I did was step in so they could pound on me instead. I’m used to it.”

      For a long moment, Dax just stared.

      “So you’re bad at lying,” he said. I thought I caught a hint of a smile from my peripheral vision. “That’s good. Take responsibility for your words and actions and you’ll always be able to look at yourself in the mirror.” He reached out, grabbed my chin, and turned my face from side to side. It wasn’t forceful or mean. He just inspected my wounds. Satisfied, he let go. “Willing to stand up to bullies?” Dax grunted. “Even better.” He nudged my shoulder with his fist. “Don’t feel bad. We’ll give ya a bigger stick and teach you how to use it properly.”

      When I looked up again, he was…smirking. Not creepy or anything, but I wondered what he was seeing. Dax made his little street magic motions again, and a small glowing vial of blue liquid appeared in his hand. With a flick of his thumb, the cork popped off, and he downed the contents in a single gulp.

      “Woo,” he coughed, “that’s nasty. It’ll get us home, though. Ready?”

      “No,” I said. “I’m staying here.”

      “That wasn’t a choice, kid. More like a warning to prepare yourself.”

      “I have a date with a girl that I’ve…”

      Dax cut me off. “There are plenty of females where we’re going.”

      “No,” I snapped, finding some courage. “I’m not going anywhere. You can go back to where you came from. My butt is staying here.”

      “Nope.”

      “You don’t get to choose for me!”

      Again, the smirk. “Defiance? I’m starting ta like you, Wendell.” He sniffed. “Not much, but starting.” 

      A heavy foot planted squarely on my sneaker as I scooted backwards.

      “I’ll scream,” I said again.

      Dax sighed. “Really? You’re a one-trick wonder, kid. Fine. Go ahead. Knock yourself out. Paper says no one will hear you, anyway.”

      “Then why did you cover my face when you first got here?”

      Dax opened his mouth…then shut it. He scowled. “You really do pay attention. How annoying.”

      “And I can scream loud,” I grinned.

      Before I knew what was happening, those steel hands wrenched my arm and flipped me onto my stomach. With another twist, my arm folded against my back. An inhuman amount of weight then settled on me. The angle plus the weight made it near impossible for me to take a breath. Any attempt to yell or scream…or make ANY sound came out as a pathetic squeak.

      “And you don’t know how hard it is for me to be kind.” Dax took a long draw of the cigar and blew smoke into my face. “So let’s be perfectly clear about what’s going to happen.” Leaning down into view, he glared at me. A single finger poked my nose with each word. “Each scream costs you a finger.” A sinister grin crawled across his angular face. “I’m pretty sure they can use magic to grow ‘em back. Painful process, I hear, but doable. So if you’re done acting like Jeffrey, I want to get home. NOW.” He snapped his sharp yellow teeth together with a ‘snap’, then grinned. “Okay bumpkin?”

      I bit down on my lip, nodding.

      “Good.” Dax nodded and then tossed the empty vial into the pool. Drawing some strange symbols with his hand in the air, a crackling sound erupted right over my head. It sounded like a swarm of mosquitoes flying into a bug zapper in rapid succession. I cranked my head to see a jagged black line, deep purple and red flecks of light swirling, ripping a hole in the air. Like a giant zipper, it opened vertically. The crackling noise grew louder, revealing…nothing. 

      I know that sounds odd, but there were no lights, no reflections of anything. Hovering in the space above my head was a hole, blacker than the blackest night, gapping, sucking in the surrounding air. Leaves and blades of recently cut grass flew past me and into that nothing to vanish from sight.

      “This’ll be interesting,” said Dax. “Don’t have the gem to get us back, so it’s prep time.” He lifted his foot to let me sit up, his hand still gripping my arm.

      “We’re going…in there?” I said, my voice a few octaves too high.

      “Yup. Perfectly safe.”

      “Compared to WHAT?” I said.

      “Okay, safe-ish.” He lifted me to my feet. “Just don’t touch the sides.”

      “What sides — there’s nothing in there!” I shrieked.

      Dax stared at the hole, then cocked his head to the side. “Good point.”

      “What happens if I DO touch the sides?” I said.

      “Ah.” Dax considered, his head bouncing slightly from side to side. “Probably get sucked out of the magical stream that’s connecting here and there. You’ll get ripped apart and cease to exist. Yeah. I think that’s right…but that’s all.”

      “That’s all? That’s HUGE!” I said.

      Dax flipped me about, facing him. “Look, just keep yourself centered in the tunnel and you’ll be fine, okay?”

      “How do I center myself in the tunnel?” I said.

      Dax hesitated. “That’s…another good question.” He shrugged. “Been doing this for so long, I’ve never really thought about how I do it.” He gave me a slap on the back, accompanied by a devilish grin. “As long as there’s enough of you left on the other end, we’ll figure out how to put you back together. Promise.”

      “NO!” I gasped.

      “Too late,” he said.

      Before I could finally scream, those impossibly powerful hands threw me into the blackness.
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            BLUEBERRIES ARE EVIL
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      Ever been so terrified of being 40,000 feet in the air that you screamed out in fear from the back of an airplane?

      I have. Not recommended.

      This was worse.

      Imagine, if you will, a rock concert, or maybe a dance where a DJ controlled the music. You’re standing too close to those enormous speakers, because you want to feel the sound. You want to experience the music exploding from those giant black boxes. The thumping beats, intense vibrations all pummel your body, while the music stabs at your eardrums. Teleportation is almost identical, without the sound. 

      The moment my body passed through the opening, I pulled my arms and legs into my chest and did my best impression of an egg. There was a pulling sensation, yanking me from the brightness of the opening, and then it was gone. Before I could blink, the porch of the Matthew’s home was gone. The surrounding darkness swirled with strands of pale blue light, imitating wisps of smoke. I flinched as I passed through a wisp, and a sudden shock ripped through my body. 

      Up my spine and arching over my skull, the sensation seized every fiber of muscles and squeezed. My teeth snapped together hard, my jaw clenching so tight, I wondered if my molars would crack. It felt like peeing on a high-voltage electric fence. 

      Not that I’d ever done that. 

      Often.

      A stabbing chill followed. Painful lines of cold raced through veins, small shards of glass pushing beneath my skin. The pressure moved from my heart, outward towards my hands and feet, then to fingers and toes. It felt like blood was being forced from my body through my limbs, but without an opening to escape. I wanted to scream with the pain, but nothing came out. I couldn’t inhale. The pressure compacted into my fingers and toes, pushing harder and harder. Like icy needles, the sensations stabbed violently at my toes and fingertips repeatedly, wanting to get out. Again I tried to cry out in pain, but a force held my chest in place.

      A moment in-between taking and giving a breath.

      Vibrations pummeled my bones, the whole of my body compressing, and I drifted away from consciousness. I blinked the wetness from my eyes. Delicate sparkles of purple and pure white mingled with the strands of blue around me.

      Then, like being pulled off the roof of a building, I was falling.

      My lungs filled with air, and my whole body went limp, exhausted from the constant contraction of my muscles. There was a moment when my mind disengaged from the sensations and wondered. I’m not sure how to describe this, but for a brief breath of time, there was nothing to fear. My brain ignored the sensations I was having and reminded me it was all a dream.

      Flashes of rationalization took over in dynamic visuals, performing a live screenplay in front of me. Jeffrey and his goons had pushed me down the ravine, and I saw the act from a third person view. Felt the hands on me. My stomach churned as I tumbled down the leaf-covered hillside. I hit my head against a rock, sliding to a stop at the river’s edge. It’s why I was cold. I’d rolled partially into the stream, the cold sensations in my fingers were hands dipped in the icy stream.

      Evan hadn’t actually found me.

      Faster and faster I fell through the blackness, and my fingers twitched. Something within me reached out and my arms followed. I grasped at nothing to slow my fall. 

      There was nothing to hold on to.

      BAMPH!

      SMACK!

      Owwwww.

      A residue of that electricity trickled through my body, causing me to twitch. My ears popped. Lifting my head, silver sparks twinkled behind my eyelids and I swooned. I blinked, then forced my eyelids wide. I blinked again. The blackness retreated. Though nothing was clear to me, there were areas in my vision less dark and leaning towards a charcoal grey.

      That was the weirdest thing I’ve ever…

      Dax landed on my chest.

      “Whuuuuu!” I wheezed, all the air punched from my lungs. Thrashing and gasping, I struggled to get the heavy, smelly kidnapper off of me. 

      “WooHOO! That’s TWO record jumps! I’m raising my prices!!” With a cough, he spat the broken cigar from his mouth and slid from my chest. 

      My knees folded up to meet my arms wrapped around my
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