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Representation of The World Tree, The Universe, The Nexus, and The Material plane/Earth in balance. This is all before the Valhalla Wars.
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After the Valhalla Wars the Nexus came out of shift/alignment with the Universe and the Afterlife.
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LIQUID SHADOWS
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The boy’s body bobbed in the lake.

Max Dane was barely able to see him. The fog clung to the top of the water like wet cotton balls. Max’s pale eleven-year-old frame shook as he stood at the end of the wooden pier. He stood there in only his swim trunks, the cold air swirling around him nipping at his skin. He couldn’t believe he was out here, but the fog came suddenly, bringing the cold and torrent water. He couldn’t see him anymore. He shouted to the boy.

No answer.

I have to find him! His thoughts screamed. He shouted again and again. Only his teeth chattering in his skull answered. The cool air crawled through his pores, making him colder and colder. He clasped his arms together. Max shouted desperately, his tears mixing with the mist. He had to do something. He should have done something sooner. Suddenly, Max found himself in the freezing water. The water was much colder than it was earlier, but he didn’t care much now. He needed to find the boy. Max’s limbs tightened in the liquid freeze. He huffed small frozen clouds as he paddled to where he saw the boy last. He tried to yell to the boy again but only gargled the sloshing water; the liquid freeze, determined to bring him down. He couldn’t feel his arms or legs now and sank. He gulped freezing water as he struggled to the surface and managed to cling his way up for another breath before the fog and water pushed him back down defiantly.

As cold and cloudy as the surface had been, the cold underwater was clear. Max desperately tried to revive his limbs and thrash through the freezing water. He couldn’t give up. He needed to find him! He needed to save him! But he felt his body becoming heavier as the cold pressed into his chest, and Max glided down through the liquid freeze. That’s when he saw him. The boy drifted through the lake effortlessly, peaceful like a snowflake.

Still.

Max was close enough to touch him, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. The boy’s blonde hair swayed eerily in the icy fluid. Max stared into his dim blue eyes, but the boy didn’t blink. He looked like an angel suspended in the liquid tomb. He looked tranquil. That wasn’t much consolation to Max. Max wondered if the boy recognized him, or if it was too late for that. He wanted to reach out to the angel and touch him. Max could feel some sensation in his fingertips now and that’s when he felt alive again, if even for a moment.

He was out of air. His heart flipped. His limbs jolted involuntarily as the cold tore into his skin. His body seemed on fire. How could it? He was in the cold.

He thrashed about crazily, searching for a way to propel to the surface. He felt as though stabbed by ice picks all over his body. The liquid freeze hammered at his chest, demanding entrance. He could feel the water pressing harder on his chest. His heart somersaulted. He’d be with the angel any moment now. It was better this way. He could feel his eyes bulging from their sockets. It’s better than coming back empty-handed.

The liquid freeze forced its way into his nostrils and mouth and jammed down his throat. His body twisted and jerked like some bull ride. His brain seared worse than when he ate ice cream too fast.

Can’t I just die already?

The angel flickered in and out of view.

Can’t the angel take me?

He tried to call to it for help, but only gurgled as his sight frosted over to darkness.

Max sat upright in his bed. His eyes popped open. He was drenched in water. No. Sweat? Max clasped at his bare chest and examined his trembling hand in the fading moonlight. Definitely, sweat. He flopped back on the bed and stared at the ceiling as his chest flew up and down. He rolled over on his side and could see the moving boxes as he wiped the tears from his eyes and cheeks.
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THE KNIGHTMARE
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The severed head hit the stone floor with a thud and rolled.

It flipped along the floor—ear, nose, ear, ear, nose—and stopped on the back of the head, staring up. The man’s mouth was agape: frozen in horror at the sight of his executioner. A green gauntlet snatched the head from the floor and deposited it in a saddlebag.

The emerald knight glowed in a ghostly hue. Its armor was a bold design with a skull motif. A large skull comprised the entire chest piece with cavernous green tinted eyes. The shoulder pieces were skulls with a single spike shooting out of the forehead as if emblazoned by the dead head of a unicorn. Another spike protruded from the mouth of an upside down skull on its elbow pieces. The knee and greave were one piece with a horned skull covering the knee and the teeth of the skull extending down the shin. Underlying the skull motif were swirls and straight edges etched into the armor. The patterns seemed purposeful. The intricate design was a mixture of esoteric patterns and runic symbols. The helmet of the emerald knight was the only part absent of design and adornment. It was sleek and visored, with a lip at the back that extended to the top of the shoulders. No eyes hid inside the helmet. Gloom was the only thing visible into the visor. This was no man in a suit of armor. This was no earthly knight.

The other green gauntlet held a silver double-headed battle axe with a fanged skull that ran along the hilt and up the haft of the axe. Skulls and intricate lines etched into the blades of the axe. The blades were razor sharp and stretched out, looking like wings with hooks. The knight hung the Death Axe on its belt as it passed over the castle floor effortlessly. For all its armor, it moved completely silent. Its sollerets touched the ground with a hush. The knight whisked along the stone floor, making its way to the entrance of the castle.

The Knightmare was forged from the fires of Hell, but not the Hell you have been told of in fairy tales. Not a make-believe place where people are damned for forgetting to say their prayers, cheating on their spouses, or not going to church. Rather, this is a true Hell: a state of misery and torment, void of freedom, contentment, or satisfaction. For the Knightmare, it began with a spark at the ending of its mortal life. Restrained from its afterlife, the spark flashed. Anguish fanned the spark, inciting a flame. The flame flickered, agonizing in the lonely darkness. Contempt and fury fueled the flame, igniting a blaze. The blaze spawned a Hellfire. And in that Hellfire, the Knightmare was wrought. This Hell for the Knightmare began when its soul was snuffed by a great injustice—an injustice it burned to rectify!
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WELCOME TO RAVENCREST
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Lindsey Dane froze in the shadow of the scarecrow.

Max recorded his sister with his digital camcorder from a distance. They stood on a gentle green grassy plain just on the outskirts of their new town. His mom suggested Max document the beginning of their “fresh start,” as she kept putting it. Why couldn’t she just say divorce? He already heard the word plenty of times. Why did grownups try to give good names to bad things? It made him wonder if there really were such things as monsters, and grownups just decided to call them something else so kids wouldn’t find out.

It was autumn in Northwest Vermont, Max’s favorite time of the year. He panned the camera so he could get the surrounding scenery. Leaves of varied bright hues drifted off lush trees of different sizes. Rolling green hills and dairy farmland blotted the landscape, mixing and stretching in every direction. An easy crisp breeze piggybacked the morning sun. With every breath, calm filled his lungs. The air seemed cleaner and crisp on mornings like this. What was it about this time of year that made everything seem... right? He loved it. He wished he could capture that sensation and the smell of the October cool air on camera. He closed his eyes and felt the cool breeze flow over and through him. It made him feel good. He didn’t get this sensation often, so he wanted to take advantage of it. Why couldn’t he feel this way all the time? The air soaked his lungs with calm. It was amazing. It was like his body vibrated calmness.

Max watched the grass sway back and forth for a little bit before noticing he felt a little cold now. Maybe he shouldn’t have worn shorts and a muscle shirt. He didn’t have any muscles to show off, but he hoped someday soon. His dad had promised to start taking him to the gym in a few years, but he wanted to start now. His dad said he was too young. Was that a stock answer all grown-ups used? You’re too young! Maybe they were just bitter because they weren’t. Now, Max wasn’t even sure if his dad would get to take him to the gym at all. Max looked over his shoulder toward the road. He recorded his mother half-cocked in their silver frost SUV parked by the road. She sat poised with her cell phone up to her ear in one hand and an electronic tablet on her lap and poking at the screen with her other hand. Today, she dressed a little more casual than usual. “Business casual,” he was pretty sure was what she would call it. Like one of those moms you’d see on a magazine cover for business women or high-powered home moms or self-made accomplished women. Max shrugged his shoulders at the thought. It only made sense she dress the part since she was the editor of one of those magazines. Or was it all of them? He couldn’t remember. He just knew she was always glued to her cell phone and computer. Her hand would come up from the tablet from time to time and punctuate the air. Then she would roll her eyes and tug at her shoulder-length auburn hair. Max thought her hair looked brown. But she told him her hair was distinctly auburn.

“Only people who lack imagination have brown hair, dear.”

As she jabbered on the phone, she tugged on her hair even more. Max figured that’s why it was so straight. Max could now see that his mom made a face like she just ate a super sour candy. She’s talking to dad! He wanted to talk to dad but he could tell they were fighting right now. That’s all they ever seem to do anymore. Anyway, he knew she wouldn’t let him talk to him while they were fighting. Of course, she wouldn’t call it fighting.

“Your father and I are just having ‘differences’,” she’d say.

Differences? Divorce! That’s what it was. Why couldn’t they just say it? Grown-ups never say what they mean. They always tried to sugar-coat bad things or situations by giving them cutesy names. They weren’t fooling anyone but themselves. Do they really think that giving something a cute name is going to make things better? Or seem less bad? They honestly must think I am so stupid! His hand tightened on his camera. It made him so angry. He could feel the calm evaporating from his skin so fast he swore there were vapors. Max tried to think of something else. He didn’t want to lose the soothing sensations of this Fall morning, but he found his mind drifting back to his parents. Maybe he was a monster.

“Your father and I just have our differences,” his mom kept telling him. “It has nothing to do with you. It’s not your fault.”

He knew it wasn’t true. It was his fault: the divorce, the move; everything. Every time he thought about it, his stomach twisted inside. And if it wasn’t his fault, why was he the one going to therapy?

“Hi, Max. My name is Dr. Kern.” She sat in a micro-fiber chair that was positioned next to the leather couch that Max sat on. “Do you know what kind of doctor I am? Sometimes people get confused since I don’t wear a white coat,” she gave a self-congratulatory laugh.

“You’re a psycho-babble,” Max said flatly, eyeing a piece of glass artwork that sat on a glass coffee table in front of him.

She let out a forced laugh, “that’s cute.”

“Well, if you grown-ups can do it, why not me?”

“I don’t think I follow you.”

He shrugged his shoulders dismissively, still looking at the artwork. It screamed, I’m a refined and cultured individual. Take me seriously or else!

“I’m a psychologist,” she said slowly, enunciating.

“Yeah, I know.”

“Then you know I’m here to help you with your feelings.”

“You’re here,” Max said slowly, “to make my parents feel better.”

“Now, why would you say that?” she leaned in toward Max.

“Because it’s true,” he said matter-of-fact. He looked across the coffee table to the wall opposite him. Her diplomas and certificates were positioned at eye level in a uniform manner. They were housed in expensive, eye-catching frames. She obviously didn’t want anyone to miss that she was educated and important. Or at least that she should be thought of as important.

“Max, the truth is that your parents want to help you. They understand that you’re going through a difficult time.”

Max knew that was partially true... But... He was going through a difficult time? What about them? They weren’t having an easy time with this. He could see it in his mother’s face and the sideways stares she’d give him. She blamed him for everything, but wouldn’t even confront him. She was taking it out on dad and that’s why they were getting divorced. They needed counseling too, just like dad suggested, but she wouldn’t dream of that. This was just like her to make him have to see a psycho-babble but not her. It was always somebody else that needed to be fixed. She couldn’t dare admit that she was wrong or had some flaw. He hated that about her.

The glass artwork cracked. “Oh,” Dr. Kern jumped up examining it, trying to patch the piece that clinked out on the table. “Are you alright?” she added to Max as an afterthought.

“You can’t help me,” he said softly. His eyes moved from the decorated wall in front of him and grazed past her over his right shoulder. The doctor’s desk sat broadside to the corner of the room. Her desk was black, simple, straight edged, and elegant. She could see over her posh office from that desk. From there she could lord over her empire... and her subjects.

“There are a lot of changes going on in your life, Max,” she said, sitting back down. “Why don’t you tell me about that?”

“I don’t want to talk to you.”

“I know it’s not easy opening up to somebody that you don’t know. But I’m not asking you to do that. Just tell me about what’s going on in your life. You can talk about anything, Max. It’s okay to be nervous.”

“It’s not that.”

“Then what is it, Max? What’s making you uncomfortable?”

His eyes were still bouncing around the room. “Your office is very contemporary. I see why my mom picked you.” His eyes had moved back toward her. He didn’t like what he saw when he looked into her eyes. So he told her. “You’re not concerned about me,” he said without emotion. “You’re concerned about the rent on this office.”

She pulled back.

Max continued, “You’re concerned about the rent on your lake view condo.” His eyes joined hers. “You’re concerned about Brad leaving you.”

Her mouth dropped open and for the first time, she seemed at a loss.

“You have a problem with male figures in your life. You had a chance to join a large practice, but all the other partners were men. You convinced yourself they were chauvinistic, but the truth is, you had to start as an employee first before they could make you a partner, just like everybody else did before you. But you thought you deserved better than that. You were better than them, you told yourself, and so you became convinced they were sexist. That’s why you opened your own practice.” Max continued without emotion, and without raising his voice.

“And you chose this profession because you revel in seeing broken-down people come in here at their most desperate crawling to you for help, especially the male clients. It makes you feel better about yourself. It makes you feel superior. You get to dangle hopes of sanity and reason in front of people if they play your game right. You get a twisted satisfaction out of knowing that you can hold the key to people’s tranquility. And you take your superiority and male issues home every night to Brad. He wanted a more serious relationship with you, but you want it on your terms; when you’re ready. After all, he’s just a guy. He’s not even as educated as you. So finally Brad got to see your true face. He saw inside you.” Max began to whisper now, “And what did he see? He saw that you are just as empty and imperfect as this perfect office. It’s filled with emptiness. It’s a great presentation but there’s no substance. That’s why you can’t help me.”

Max stood up. “That’s why Brad left you. And that’s why I’m leaving you.” And Max walked out of the office.

The high grass gently tickled Max’s legs, bringing him back to his recording project. With a blink of his glassy green eyes, he refocused on his camera’s monitor. His mother finished up her phone conversation, stuffed her phone and tablet into her purse, tossed it into the SUV, and headed toward him and Lindsey with a wave.

Lindsey Dane hadn’t moved. The scarecrow loomed over her four-year-old body with its arms and legs outstretched, ready to pounce. Its towering frame eclipsed the morning sun. Lindsey shifted slowly out of its shadow to get a better look at it, never taking her eyes away from the scarecrow. She could see it better now in the orange rays of the morning light. It froze in mid-jump, like it tried to perform a jumping-jack. Lindsey hated doing jumping-jacks, well, except that time she got to do them on a trampoline. That was a lot of fun.

It wore a black weather-worn hat with a broad brim that was almost pointed at the top. It made her think of a shortened witch’s hat. Beneath the hat was bark. It was an oak tree that looked like it had holes for eyes. Lindsey wasn’t sure if it was natural or if someone dug them out. The bark twisted into some form of a head. It couldn’t have meant to look like a human head because Lindsey couldn’t think of any person she’d seen with a head like that. Maybe it was supposed to be an alien head. There was a knot in the bark that looked like it could have been a mouth sewn shut. Lindsey didn’t see any straw poking out anywhere like a real scarecrow.

There were no boots or shoes on the scarecrow. Its feet grew right out of the ground. They were roots of what must have been two different oak trees that twisted around each other and then shot out in separate directions to form the arms. The hands were either the top of the trees or branches. There were no leaves; just twisted bark that came to several points and looked like gnarled skeletal fingers. Lindsey couldn’t see the torso to really know if it was two twisted trees because it was covered in a cloak. How did somebody get a cloak on this thing?

The cloak was a strange color. It was a kind of black. Like the night sky. But it seemed to have different hues depending on how the morning sun struck it. At times, it almost seemed a midnight blue. Her brother told her that once when he took her outside one night to look at stars. He said the sky wasn’t completely black when you really observed it. That was a great night. Lindsey thought of that night with her brother often. The cloak had markings on it. The entire cloak seemed to be embroidered with patterns. She didn’t notice it from a distance, but now that she was closer to the scarecrow, she could see the designs. It looked like some of those crop circle formations she had seen in a UFO program on TV. It gave the cloak texture. It was very pretty. How odd that something so creepy and grotesque was also kind of pretty.

She wondered how soft the cloak was. Lindsey wanted to touch it. It skipped gently in the cool breeze, making a small flapping noise. She stretched out her hand slowly, then stopped. The cloak fluttered every so often.

“Lindsey,” her mom shouted.

Lindsey jumped with a yelp of fright.

“Go stand by the scarecrow. I want Max to get your picture.”

Lindsey shook her head fiercely in reply.

“Oh, c’mon, it’ll be fun.”

“No,” Lindsey insisted, not taking her eyes from the scarecrow. She just knew he would move. She squeezed her hands into tiny fists. “He’s scary.”

Her mom looked at the scarecrow, “Well he’s supposed to be.” She shrugged her shoulders. “Max, you go stand by the scarecrow.”

“But I have the camera.”

“I’ll take it.”

“No, mom, you’ll just break it. Besides, I already have a shot of the scarecrow... and Lindsey.”

“But she’s not in front of it.” she grabbed Lindsey’s arm and tugged her over to the scarecrow. “C’mon, honey, we’ll both be in the picture.”

“No,” Lindsey protested. But it didn’t do any good. Her mother propped the two of them in front of the scarecrow.

“Now, be sure to get all of us, including Mr. Scarecrow.”

“I know, mom,” blurted Max. “I’m a director, remember?”

“Oh, yes, of course. I forgot. Well, isn’t there a way you can be in the picture with us? Didn’t I buy you a tripod for that thing?”

“Mom,” Max said impatiently, “I just told you I’m the director. I’m not supposed to be in the picture.”

“Right, well, even directors make appearances in their own movies. Hitchcock did.”

Max took his eyes from his monitor and stabbed them at his mother.

“Okay, fine,” she gave up with a wave of her hands. “Just get me and Lindsey then.” She noticed Lindsey with her head turned back to the scarecrow. “No, dear, look at the camera. Look at Max, wave to your brother.”

Max got a perfectly framed shot of the three of them: his mom, sister, and scarecrow. His mother was still unable to pry his sister’s attention from the scarecrow. Lindsey wasn’t about to let her guard down. Max started to tell his mother that he got the shot when he looked up from the monitor and into the pitch black eyes of the scarecrow. The words shrank from his voice as a chill crawled over his skin. The sunlight leaked from the sky into night. He could feel his pupils widening. Max suddenly found himself standing in the middle of a pumpkin patch.

A pool of moonlight splashed from the night sky, offering some visibility for Max to try to figure out where he was. The cold night air swirled around him. His breath puffed from his mouth and nose. He turned around slowly in a complete circle, still holding his camera. Max was wide-eyed in apprehension. The road and SUV were gone. His mom and sister were nowhere to be seen. The scarecrow wasn’t there. He obviously wasn’t standing in the same spot as just a few moments ago. Dozens of pumpkins from knee to ankle-high were strewn over the soil. They were tethered by twisting snakelike vines that jutted above a light layer of fog that crept along the ground. Beyond the pumpkins, to either side and behind, was a flat plain of farmland. In front of him, past the pumpkins, was a patch of gnarly trees that wrestled each other in the soft wind.

He thought his mom and sister might be beyond the wrestling trees, but he had a doubtful, uneasy feeling in his stomach. His stomach started to twist again. But he didn’t have many choices, so Max started slowly through the rows of pumpkins toward the trees, sliding a little with every other step on the moist ground. Max wrinkled his nose. The air smelled of mist and mud. He tweaked his ears, trying to get some feeling back, as they were going numb in the cold. He stopped with a squish on the ground and his fingers pinched on his ears.

He thought he heard someone yell his name. It sounded like his father. Did he really hear someone? He didn’t move his body. His eyes poked around at the trees. The wind picked up drastically. The trees were fighting each other now. The air whisked about his ears. His heart flipped with a distinct yell. It bellowed from the trees. He distinctly heard his name. It had to be his father.

Urgency jolted through Max’s legs as they began to move again closer and faster to the trees. He forced his legs to stop again just at the edge of the forest, his heart hammering his chest. Something else was moving closer, pushing through the branches, but the trees were thrashing about in the strong wind and flying debris was obscuring his view. Then Max heard a whoosh and a crack. A whitish pumpkin flew from the mangled branches and whomped Max square in the chest with such a force, his legs flew out below him and he fell back on his backside in the foggy earth. The wind stopped.

Max looked to the forest.

Nothing.

He closed the monitor on the camera and left it on the ground. He stood up, his heart still flapping in his chest. He could barely make out the luminous pumpkin just below the creeping fog. He reached down into the fog amongst the struggling vines and picked up the pumpkin.

Max’s eyes swelled. As he picked up the whitish pumpkin, he found himself staring not at a pumpkin at all, but into the dead eyes of a balding man’s severed head with a hooked nose. His mouth fell open, and a scream wedged in his throat. He dropped the head just before his muscles began to cramp and tighten in his arms and legs. Max couldn’t blink. He couldn’t scream. He felt his entire body begin frantically shaking.

Max’s mother grabbed his arms. “Max, can you hear me? Oh, dear me, you forgot your medication.” She called over her shoulder, “Lindsey, help me with your brother.”

“Mommy, mommy,” Lindsey screamed, running toward her mother. “It moved, it moved. The scarecrow moved.”

Her mom looked back at her. “Not now, Lindsey. I need your help. Max is having a seizure. Grab your brother’s camera.”

She looked back at Max and paused for a moment when she thought she saw cold air huff from his mouth. She clenched onto Max’s shaking body. Then his skin began to turn purplish as she saw his eyes roll back into his head like some attacking shark.

“Oh no, sweetie, don’t do that,” she pleaded as she began to cry. She whipped off her belt and wedged it into his mouth so he wouldn’t bite his tongue. She swooped Max up into her arms and ran to the SUV. “Grab his camera Lindsey,” she yelled again. “It’s okay, sweetie, mommy’s got you. Everything’s going to be okay,” she sobbed to Max as she reached the SUV.

The doors to the SUV slammed as it sped away down the road, passing a sign reading: WELCOME TO RAVENCREST.
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EPILEPSY
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Evelyn Dane shambled around the emergency room waiting area of the Ravencrest hospital.

The building was larger than she had thought it would be for such a small community. It looked clean, with updated computers and flat screen televisions, and the décor seemed nice, and that somehow made her feel the medical care would be very capable. Lindsey marked in the waiting room magazines, completely ignoring her coloring books.

“Look, mommy, an alien,” she said, displaying a scribbling on one of the pages from a magazine.

“That’s nice, dear,” Evelyn replied, biting on her thumbnail without looking up. She watched her own feet shuffle back and forth on the cobalt blue-tiled floors. She considered the color for a moment when a voice grabbed her attention.

“Mrs. Dane?”

She spun around, looking up from the tile. “For now,” she saw a not too bad looking man in his late thirties, maybe forty, wearing aqua scrubs under a wrinkled white lab coat. He was tall and lanky, with brown hair and some flattering gray here and there. He cleaned his oval-shaped designer glasses with the edge of his coat. “Yes, are you the doctor?”

“I am,” he replaced his glasses on his face in front of his green eyes with one hand and flipped out his other for a handshake. “Doctor Evans.”

“Please, call me Evelyn,” she said with a suggestive smile.

“Max is fine. I need to ask you a few questions though.” He grabbed for an electronic tablet that was under his arm and flipped through it with an electronic pen, unaffected by her charms. “You say that he’s been taking Depakote for his epilepsy?”

“Yes... well, when he remembers to take it,” her smile was more forced.

“And when he doesn’t?” He peered up at her from the chart.

“When he doesn’t, what?” Her smile retreated.

“When Max doesn’t remember to take his medication, does he still get his medication?”

“If he doesn’t remember to take his medication, I suppose he wouldn’t get it,” she quipped.

“You are his mother,” Doctor Evans said irritably. “You should make sure he gets his medication.”

Evelyn’s mouth dropped open. “I don’t like the implication—”

He smacked his hand up in the air, shushing her. “How long has it been since he’s taken his medication?”

Evelyn folded her arms. “Only about a day. Things have been busy with the move. I guess we both forgot.”

“ ‘About a day’? So has it been a day or more than a day?”

Evelyn bit her lip slowly, contemplating knocking those designer glasses right off his face, “It’s been... a... day.”

“And when did he last eat?”

Evelyn responded condescendingly, “If you’re talking about a ketogenic diet, save your breath. We’re already doing that.”

“How’s that working?”

She flipped her hands out as if to say duh, “We’re here, aren’t we?”

“He did forget to take his medication though,” he gave a coy smile.

“The diet was supposed to take place of the medication, which means it’s okay if Max or I forget. But obviously the diet isn’t working. So Max will be glad he can eat more.”

“I’m not suggesting you stop it—”

“I wasn’t asking you,” Evelyn crossed her arms defiantly.

“I see.” Doctor Evans considered her for a moment. He scratched his chin with the end of his pen. “When I spoke with Max, he didn’t describe seeing any flashing or blinking lights. At first it sounds like he had an absence seizure, but everything else—collapsing, the jerking, and urination—that’s more characteristic of a tonic-clonic seizure. How was he acting before the seizure? Was he communicating? Walking in circles? What was he doing just before the seizure?”

“He was filming. He wasn’t really interacting with us much.” She sounded less guarded now. “When Max is focused on his filming, he’s pretty much focused.”

“I see. So he may have been staring into space, really. His plasma prolactin levels came back normal. You would expect them to be five to thirty times the normal levels in a tonic-clonic seizure.” he tapped his chin with his pen. “In any case, it’s hard to say whether this happened from missing his dosage of Depakote or whether we just need to change it all together. We might have to consider something else like Phenytoin.”

“I’m sorry,” Evelyn threw her hand up this time. “Aren’t you just an ER doctor?”

“No, I’m on call. I’m a neurologist. Actually, I’m the only neurologist in town,” a smug look came over his face. “And I’m a psychologist. In fact, I’m Max’s psychologist.” He read the confused look on Evelyn’s face. “You recall that the judge back in Burlington ordered for Max to report to a psychologist within the first week of your move to Ravencrest. The court appointed me. I remembered Max’s name from the order,” he leaned in close to her and whispered mockingly, “After all, I am smarter than just an ER doctor. And he’s my only case like this.”

Evelyn stood up straight, recovering quickly, and blinked her eyes willfully. “Well, then we’re ahead of schedule. Consider Max reported to you. But I’m going to be late to meet the movers. They should be at the house anytime now. I would like to get my son. Max is alright now, isn’t he? He can go?”

“Well...” he said slowly, scratching his chin again with the end of his pen. “I would like to get an EEG and an MRI.”

“Is that really necessary?” Evelyn shook her head.

“No, but I have a trip to the Bahamas coming up and a Ferrari to pay off.”

Evelyn’s mouth dropped open. She realized he was being sassy. She could have slugged him if he wasn’t so damned cute. “Seriously... you have a Ferrari? Never mind...” she stopped herself. “Look, we’ve been through all this before. I don’t see any reason to do it now.”

“Well, you are the doctor,” he said condescendingly.

“That’s right. Doctor Mom.” She cocked her head a little.

“And how many years of school did you go for that?” His eyebrows furrowed.

“Pompous ass,” she blurted.

“Soccer mom.” he retorted.

“Where’s my son?” she started to walk away.

“Fine, I’ll get one of the nurses to take you to him. He can go for now.” He grabbed her by the elbow and turned her around. “Just remember, Mrs. Dane. I have to send a report to the judge. You don’t want to lose Max, do you?”

“Of course I don’t,” she raised her voice. She paused a moment and regained her composure. “Look, I’ll bring Max in to your office. You can do whatever testing you need. I just need to get this move over with, okay?”

He looked at her for a long time, seeing the sincerity in her eyes. “Okay.” He ventured a genuine smile, “I look forward to it.”

Lindsey jumped up from her chair, scattering crayons all over the tiled floor. “Where’s Max going? Is he leaving us too?”

“No sweetie.” Evelyn bent down to pick up the crayons. “Max isn’t going anywhere. He’s staying with us.”

Lindsey looked up to the doctor. “I saw a scarecrow move.”

“Oh,” he chuckled. “You must mean Mr. Creeps. We get that a lot around here.” He looked down at Evelyn. “I do have one more question.”

Evelyn looked up as if to say okay.

“Does Max sleep well?”

“No, not at all,” she answered slowly, thinking it an odd question. “He has nightmares.”

Max sat on the edge of the exam table fumbling his shirt on. His bones felt as though they were rocking about in his skin, but to look at him, he seemed fine. He looked over to the mirror and fussed with his hair a bit, thinking it was time for a haircut. His bangs were growing out. Sometimes he liked to spike his hair up a bit. It was harder when it got longer, like it was now. He let out a deep sigh, trying to calm his bones. He felt like he just got off a roller coaster. He put his hands out in front of him; they were shaking a little. He then got disgusted at the thought of what he held in them what seemed like just moments ago. He barely remembered waking up in the hospital and vaguely recalled the doctor asking him some questions, but didn’t remember at all what he answered. It was all a foggy dream. The only thing he did remember distinctly was... the head.

His mom walked into the room holding a folded-up pair of jeans.

“Where’s Lindsey?” Max asked, looking up from his hands.

“One of the nurses took her to find a treat.”

“She’s not a dog, mom.”

“I see you’re feeling better,” she mussed his hair. She examined it now. “I think it’s time for a haircut.”

“I was thinking of growing it out.” He pawed her hand away. “Maybe something more emo or punk.”

“I see,” she said, not impressed in the least. “You gave me quite a scare today, young man,” she wanted to change the subject.

“I pissed myself, mom,” he said, annoyed.

“Well, it’s perfectly natural, dear.” She attempted to make light of it.

“Really?” Max flapped his green eyes up at her doubtfully. “How many people do you know that black out and piss themselves?”

“They’re called college students, sweetie. You’re getting an early start.”

Max almost smiled.

She handed him the jeans, “Oh, and there’s a clean pair of underwear in there too.”

Max prodded his mom with his eyes to turn around.

“Oh, please. You don’t have anything I haven’t seen before.” She thought she’d give him a hard time.

“Mom!” Max protested.

“Okay, fine,” she turned around with a smug.

Max agilely got out of his soiled shorts and underwear and into the clean ones. Once he finished, his mind drifted back to what he had seen. What had he seen? Was it a vision, a hallucination?

For as long as he could remember, he knew things about people. Things he should have no idea or clue about; like faces and names and details about their lives and the lives of the people they knew. It just came to him like a text message (of course, not a text message to his own phone). Other times, it was more like a picture in his head. And then there were the nightmares. Those only started a year ago. But nothing had ever been that vivid as what he had seen in the pumpkin patch.

Max talked to his parents about the nightmares and images a little, but they always blamed the epilepsy. Max had a hard time believing that. How should he know things about people? He didn’t talk to them about that because they were going through the divorce and he was to blame for that. He knew they thought him a monster already. He didn’t want to give them any more reason to be scared of him. But Max was scared now. He didn’t know what was happening to him.

He looked at his mom with her back turned. Even though he knew what response he would get, he didn’t know what else to do. He bit at the inner cheek in his mouth and coyly said, “I saw a head.”

“What dear?” Evelyn turned around and faced Max.

“Before the seizure,” he put his thumbs in his jean pockets and looked sideways, not making eye contact anymore. “I think that’s what caused it.” His breathing became more rapid. “I picked up a man’s head. It was chopped off.”

Evelyn stared at Max for a long moment in disbelief. She knelt down in front of him and grasped his arms reassuringly. “Max, sweetie, you know the seizures cause hallucinations. We’ve been through this before.”

He yanked his arms away. “You don’t believe that. I can see it in your eyes.” He was right. But she wasn’t going to tell him that.

“Max, you’re wrong. It’s the only explanation, dear. What else could it be?”

Max looked at his mother and got a frustrated look. “I don’t know?” He paused for a long moment. “But I’m not going to hurt Lindsey.” He raised his voice. “I wouldn’t ever do anything to hurt her. I don’t care what you think. That’s why you didn’t bring her in here to see me. You’re wrong! You’re all wrong!” and Max stomped past her and out of the exam room.

Max almost stomped into the chief deputy sheriff. The chief had his back to Max and stood at the edge of a hallway, talking to someone around the corner. Max couldn’t see who it was. He was about to excuse himself for almost stomping into him, but stopped at the deputy sheriff’s words.

“Is your examination done on the body, Seenu?”

“Well, everything’s preliminary right now.” Max could tell the doctor had an Indian accent. “We still have to wait on some more tests. But I can tell you he’s been decapitated.”

“Wow... really? Is that what I get from your expert forensic pathology?” The chief spoke with a strong Vermont accent. Max didn’t speak with one, even though he was born in Vermont. But his parents weren’t from there originally. “Can you confirm it’s Watu Warakin?”

“The clothes, jewelry and tattoos match. Oh, and his wallet was on him, so yes.”

Roy sighed. “I have to get his son up here to identify a headless body. Am I dealing with a homicide?”

“No, I found puncture wounds and stretch lacerations with ragged edges at the neckline.”

“Meaning?”

“Bear attack.”

“You have got to be kidding me. Jesus, I don’t need this.”

“Better than a homicide, right?” Seenu reasoned.

“For sure,” Roy agreed.

“I took a hair sample to have the DNA run. I’m only guessing a bear. But nothing else is that big around here to do that. I’ll put my money on Black Bear. But I should know for certain in a couple of weeks.”

“A couple of weeks?” The deputy sheriff was annoyed.

“Roy, you know how it is. I have to send this off to Burlington and hope they’ll give me priority. So yeah, a couple of weeks at best. Don’t be surprised if it takes six weeks.”

“Yeah, I know,” the chief sighed. “I’m just dreading having to tell Joe. We’re not best of friends to begin with.”

A decapitated body; after his “hallucination,” Max thought this was too coincidental.

“Who died?”

Max’s heart just about leapt out of his chest and through his skin. He reacted by putting his fists up, about to punch the source of the exclamation.

“Whoa, hey...” the blonde boy put his hands up as if to surrender. He stood right next to Max. “You wouldn’t hit a guy with glasses, would you?” He chuckled at his own joke.

Where did he come from? “Who the fuck are you?” Max was pissed as his heart raced.

“Jonas!” the deputy sheriff answered. Both the boys looked at the deputy sheriff, shocked as if they had been caught doing no good. His uniform had black pants and shoes. He had a khaki shirt with contrasting fern green shoulder passants, cuffs and pocket lapels. He wore a fern green necktie and round campaign hat that reminded Max of something a drill sergeant would wear. “What are you doing here?”

“Oh,” Jonas pushed his glasses up on his nose. “Asthma attack. Turns out I’m highly allergic to Mountain Ash.”

“Yeah, well, you and your friend shouldn’t be here.” The deputy sheriff didn’t sound interested in Jonas’ allergies or well-being. “You’re gonna trip a patient running around these hallways, now git.”

Max headed down the hallway and around another corner, away from where he was earlier. Jonas, the blond boy with glasses, was in tow.

“Where are you going?” Jonas asked.

“I have to find something out.”

“Do you know where you’re going?”

“Sort of... not exactly. The morgue... or pathology.”

“Oh, pathology is this way.” Jonas jumped in the lead, taking Max down another hallway.

“Why are you following me?” Max asked.

“We’re friends. You heard the chief.” Jonas chuckled again. “Wait...” Jonas stopped. “Did you say morgue? Why are you looking for the morgue?” Jonas’ voice trembled.

“I told you I have to find something out.” Max looked the boy up and down for the first time. He had blue eyes. His glasses had a thin frame, with small oval lenses—very fashionable. His mother would approve. He rolled his eyes at the thought. Max was taller than him. He liked that. Max was the smallest in his class and neighborhood back in Burlington.

The blonde hair boy thumbed his backpack and then shot out his hand for a shake.

“Hi, my name’s Jonas Lee. What’s your name?”

He shook it cautiously. “I’m Max. Max Dane. Why are you wearing a backpack? It’s Saturday. You’re not carrying your homework with you, are you?” This guy had bookworm written all over him.

“Oh... no,” the boy blushed.

Max knew he was lying, but didn’t say anything.

“I used to carry my laptop in this, but then my dad bought me the miTablet. I also have the miPhone. Do you have one of those? My parents say I should keep my phone on me at all times so they can keep track of me. You know, in case I get in trouble. Or somebody tries to abduct me. What kind of cell phone do you have?”

It was Max’s turn to blush. “Uh... I don’t.”

“Oh, my Universe!” Jonas’ face turned white. “Of course,” his breathing got rapid, “you’re dead. I can’t believe it. This is my first paranormal case. It’s just like the movie. That’s why you want to get to the morgue. Back to your body, right?”

Max stared at Jonas for the longest time in disbelief. “Are you for real?”

“Are you?” Jonas put his finger out cautiously and poked Max’s shoulder. Jonas sighed in relief as he decided Max wasn’t a ghost.

“C’mon,” Max said, walking up to the door marked PATHOLOGY and entered.

“What are you doing?” Jonas followed, protesting. “We can’t be in here.”

“The doctor is out there talking to the sheriff. We don’t have long.”

“Deputy sheriff,” Jonas corrected. “Yeah, well, what if somebody else is in here?” Jonas followed Max to the back of the department as though he knew where he was going.

“I figure since it’s a Saturday and a small town there’s probably not anybody else in here today.”

“Except the bodies!”

“Exactly!” Max gave Jonas a pointed look.

“Oh... I think I’m gonna be sick.”

“Well, at least wait until you see something to be sick about.” Max came to a halt. There was a steel door. “That’s the freezer,” he said gloomy staring at it. He turned to Jonas. “You don’t have to go in. I just have to see if I’m right or crazy.”

“I think you’re crazy if you go in.”

Max reached for the door handle as it opened—Max moved fast—he clapped his hand over Jonas’ mouth, stopping him from yelling and yanked him down in the same motion under a nearby table. Both boys watched a pair of black slacks and shoes walk out from the freezer and out of the PATHOLOGY room.

“You see,” Jonas wrestled free from Max. “We need to leave, now.”

“No,” Max insisted. “I need to know.” Max unlatched the door and edged it open. He was about to step in when Jonas grabbed his arm.

“I can’t go in with you, Max.” His breathing was rasp.

“It’s okay,” Max grasped Jonas’ arm in reassurance. “Stay here and keep an eye out. Warn me if someone comes.”

Jonas nodded silently in agreement and relief. Max inched into the walk-in freezer, leaving the door open just a little. There was a strong odor in the air. The words Cypress and Calamus popped into his mind. He knew he didn’t have much time. His breathing became rapid as cold and fear set in. He didn’t have time to be scared. And he wasn’t about to wet himself again, so he had to suck it up. The body was easy to find. It was the only one. But there was no sign of a head. Max glanced around at other stands and trays. He had to know if it was the head he saw in his hallucination. Duh, they were just talking about how they didn’t have a head. What was he thinking? He suddenly had another thought. Maybe he was crazy, as Jonas said. Max took a deep breath and held it and put his hand on the skin by the neckline.

A fur covered face charged at Max. Max heard screams and bellows as large incisors tore at him. Max’s hand came off the body and clasped his throat as he struggled for air. His breath huffed in the freezer. He rushed out, slamming the door. “Let’s go!” He yanked Jonas out of the morgue and lab.

“What? What happened?” Jonas asked with a morbid apprehension. “Did you find out what you needed?”

“Yes... no.” Max put his arm against the wall in the hallway to keep himself standing. He was queasy and tried to regain his breathing. “It’s not who I thought it was... but... I was attacked.”

“What?” Jonas looked around nervously. “There was someone else in there?”

“No,” Max waved his hand. He felt like he was gonna hurl. “I felt him get attacked... by the bear.”

Jonas looked up and down the hallway to see if anyone else was around. He waited until Max regained his composure. “Did you touch the body?”

Max stood up straight, now that the sick feeling passed. “Yeah,” he admitted, looking at Jonas solemnly, thinking he would surely find him weird and gross.

Jonas sounded excited again. “I think you might be clairvoyant.”

Max’s mouth dropped open. “Fuck you, I’m not queer! I’m almost twelve and I haven’t had sex with anybody. Yeah, I’m still a virgin. Screw you!” Max tried to head back up the hallway, but Jonas grabbed his arm.

“Uh, okay, I don’t even know what that damage is about, but I said ‘clairvoyant’... not queer-voyant,” he laughed. “But that’s kinda funny. I have to remember that.”

Max’s face flushed. He always misunderstood people. How could he know so much about stuff he’s not supposed to, but get everything else wrong? He felt stupid a lot.

“Clairvoyant means like ‘psychic’.”

“Oh,” Max didn’t sound so mad now. “Well, I’m not psychic. I’m epileptic.” And he continued up the hallway and back around the corner where they started.

“There you are!” Max’s mother stood, holding Lindsey’s hand. She was with an Asian man and woman that smiled broadly. “These are the Lees. They’re our next-door neighbors. Can you believe that?” His mother sounded delighted.

“There’s my boy,” Mr. Lee said, spotting Jonas coming around the corner.

Max looked at Jonas and then the Lees. He was feeling stupid again.

“Oh, I knew they would find each other. I told you so,” Mrs. Lee grinned. “Did you find the snack machine?”

“No,” Jonas looked sheepishly.

“That’s okay, honey,” said Mrs. Lee. “We’ll get some lunch on the way home.”

“Actually,” Jonas blurted as an idea came to him. “I thought I could take Max to the comic and coffee shop and get something there.”

“The kids love that place,” Mr. Lee explained, still smiling.

“That should be fine, honey. You have your inhaler?”

Jonas nodded.

“You have your phone?”

Jonas nodded.

“It’s close to the house,” Mr. Lee explained to Evelyn. “I’ll give you boys a ride.”

“That’s okay, dad. We’ll walk. It’ll give me a chance to show Max the area.”

“Good idea. Max, maybe I should get your cell number, just in case.”

“I don’t have one.”

Mr. Lee’s smile disappeared. He looked at Evelyn as though she just punched Max.

“Uh,” Evelyn began to squirm. “I don’t believe in them,” she tried to explain as she thumbed her own cell phone in her palm. “Well, not for kids,” she let go of Lindsey’s hand and flipped her hair. “Okay, Jonas maybe I should get your number.”

Jonas bumped her hand quickly with his phone. “There.”

“What?” She was caught off-guard and heard a beep and then looked at her phone. “Oh, would you look at that.”

“Okay,” Mr. Lee turned back to Jonas and Max finding his smile again. “You boys stick together and call if you need anything. Have fun!”

“I wanna go,” Lindsey protested.

“Oh no, dear,” Evelyn grabbed her hand again. “We’re going to let Max and his new friend have fun.”

“I wanna have fun,” Lindsey scowled.

“Lindsey,” Max stepped up, “you need to check out the new house for me and see if there are any aliens.”

“With pie-wedge heads?”

“Especially those.”

“Okay,” Lindsey seemed satisfied.

Max and Jonas left the hospital for the comic and coffee shop.
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THE CONUNDRUM CAFÉ

[image: ]

––––––––
[image: ]


“Watch it, asshole!”

Max and Jonas had just entered the CONONUNDRUM CAFÉ when an athletic red-headed teenager slammed past Max, knocking his shoulder and sending Max off-balance.

“Hey!” Max yelled at the teen.

The teen just cocked his head to the side with a sneer and continued over to a table with more boys his age.

“Don’t mind Derek, he’s one of the swim team douche-bags,” Jonas whispered to Max.

But Max was gone. He followed the teen briskly.

“Hey, Jonas! Good to see you. What’ll you have today?” The middle-aged man behind the counter had the sides and back of his head shaved. The hair on the top of his head extended into a braided ponytail in the back. He was obviously Native American. He wore blue jeans with a blue and white checkered shirt and a bolo tie. The bolo tie had a round piece of silver with the design of a paw etched into it. The pad of the paw was a piece of turquoise.

“Uh,” Jonas was distracted and followed Max with his eyes.

“Hey, douche-bag I was talking to you!” Max came up behind Derek.

Jonas whispered, “Oh shit,” to himself worried he was going to be blamed for that comment.

Derek spun around, looking down at Max with his dark eyes. “What’d you say, you little—?”

He didn’t finish his sentence. Max took a swift kick square into Derek’s groin.

Jonas’ tongue could’ve fallen out of his mouth, it was agape so far.

Derek fell instantly and didn’t even have enough air left in him to scream in pain. All the boys at the table stood up. Some laughed. One with dark short messy hair and dark eyes put his hand on Max’s shoulder to stop him from doing anything else. Max noticed the boy was about the same size as Derek, but a lot more muscular. He looked at Max softly, which caught him off-guard. He figured he’d be pissed about his friend.

“None of that in here,” the Native American man yanked Max back over to Jonas. “Derek, you had that coming,” He yelled over his shoulder. “You sit down and behave or I’ll let him finish you off. Everyone behave or I’ll get the sheriff out here.” He moved Max next to Jonas and then walked back around the counter. “You have a temper. I won’t put up with that here in my store. You’re Jonas’ friend, so I’m gonna cut you a break,” he said sternly. “And I see you’re new to Ravencrest. I’m all about giving people a fair chance. I don’t care what differences you have with each other at school or home. You leave that outside when you come in here. Here at my place—the CONUNDRUM CAFÉ—everyone is equal. Got it?”

Max nodded.

“Okay, great.” He smacked his hands together and rubbed them fiercely. “My name is Joe Warakin. This is my café. My wife, Meredith, runs the comic shop that’s connected. You’re always welcome here.” He stuck his hand out at Max to shake. “What’s your name?”

“Max Dane,” he shook Joe’s hand. Then a glossy look came over Max’s eyes. “One day, when my wheel is complete, I will watch the four winds from atop a mountain. Do not mourn my passing, for I will have not gone. I will have merely begun a new journey with the Great Spirit.”

Jonas’ mouth was wide open. “What did you just say? Was that English?

“No,” Joe replied. “That was Abenaki. I’m Abenaki. My father has been telling me that since I was a kid. How do you speak Abenaki?” Joe looked at Max, extremely confused and in awe.

“Uh,” Max looked at Joe and Jonas, dumbfounded. “I just introduced myself. I was deciding what to order.”

“Oh,” Jonas waved his arms in front of Max’s face. “Was that a seizure? He’s epileptic,” he explained to Joe.

Joe looked at Jonas and then Max curiously. “Okay,” he said slowly. Then he decided to continue with introductions to his café. “We have several signature drinks and sandwiches and we’re open for breakfast.” He aimed his finger at the boys like he was firing a gun. “Jonas, what’ll it be?”

“I’ll have a Chupacabra Chai.” Jonas answered him.

“Bigfoot size?”

“For sure.”

“Coming up! Max, we don’t say small, medium, or large here. It’s Gnome, Minotaur, or Bigfoot.”

“What’s a Phoenix?” He searched the list of drinks.

“That’s our signature pick-me-up Latte drink: guaranteed to raise even the dead.”

“Oh,” Max didn’t sound impressed. He eyed the menu on the wall behind the counter. “I’ll have the Monster Macchiato.”

“Size?”

“Bigfoot,” Max decided to follow Jonas’ lead. He could tell Jonas was delighted.

“Great. You boys eating anything?”

“I’ll have the Champ Club,” Jonas answered.

“I’ll take the Chomp,” Max said.

“Excellent choices! You boys go grab a table. I’ll bring your orders out to ya.”

Jonas slinked by the swim team and over to a table next to the entrance to the comic shop. Max followed and noticed some of the teens glaring at him. Derek was on a chair now with his head on the table, moaning. Joe came over to check on him. The muscular teen that stopped Max eyeballed him as he walked by. Max couldn’t tell if it was anger or curiosity in his eye. That made Max pause in his head for a moment. He was usually good at reading people. Why not now?

“You’re crazy! I can’t believe you did that!” Jonas stuttered unable to get any more words out... he didn’t know what else to say. His brain was so mesmerized by Max’s actions.

“So who’s that?” Max sat down across from Jonas and pointed over his shoulder to the muscular teen.

“That’s Chance Drake: the captain and star of the swim team. He’s also the chief deputy’s son—the cop from the hospital.”

“Oh,” Max sounded depressed. “Chance? Is he a stripper? Really, that’s his name?”

“Yeah,” Jonas rolled his eyes. “All the girls in school are like ‘I’ll take a Chance,’ ” he cooed in a girly imitation. Suddenly, his face went white as he looked up over Max’s head.

Max turned around seeing Jonas’ expression. Chance stood there next to Max. “You could’ve killed him.”

Max looked him in the eye, still unable to get a read on him. “I know.” Max sounded unconcerned.

Jonas’ mouth popped open again. Chance stared for an extended time at Max, considering him. Then he shook his head slightly in disgust. “Maybe Derek was right, you are an asshole.” He turned to walk away.

Max wanted to say something, but no words came out. For some reason, Chance’s comment really bothered him. He didn’t know why.

Chance turned back around abruptly. “Next time just beat the drums.” he pointed to the side and then went back over to the table with his swim team.

Max followed where he pointed and saw toward the back of the coffee shop was an area like a stage where there were different kinds of drums set up. They were elaborately decorated, but Max couldn’t make out exactly what was on them from where he sat. Some drums were large and hand-held. Some looked like they were carved from tree trunks. Max even saw various decorated Maracas. “What’s that?”

“Drums,” Joe answered, handing them their drinks. “Sandwiches will be out in a moment. We hold drum circles here. Also, anytime you just wanna jump up there and drum, you’re welcome to. Drumming helps let off steam and sort your troubles out. Hence, the name of my café,” he winked. “I got all kinds of drums: Bongos, talking drums, Taido drums, Junjun drums, water drums, trunk drums and frame drums, which are perfect for spirit journeys. Go on, go jump up there,” Joe encouraged him.

“Uh, thanks, but maybe later.” Max was too embarrassed.

“Okay, later then, sandwiches are coming up,” Joe smiled and headed back behind the counter.

“He seems nice,” Max said, ashamed he didn’t make a better first impression.

“Oh yeah,” Jonas agreed. “Joe is the best. Everybody calls him Genuine Joe.”

Max smiled at that.

“You’re hot,” a girl with braces plopped down next to Max on the bench seat. “I can’t believe you just kicked Derek Reid’s ass!”

“Balls!” Jonas corrected.

“Right, balls! Oh my god, were they huge? Could you tell? I heard that about red-heads.”

The girl looked to be a few years older than Max and Jonas. She had frizzy auburn hair. She wore a plaid sweater with a plain black skirt and striped knee-high socks with ruby red heels. It made Max think this could be the wicked witch’s sister... except... well... her face was kinda pretty.

“This is Cassandra. She’s constantly horny.”

“Shut up, dweeb!” She threw a crumpled napkin at Jonas. “Why do you hang out with this loser, anyway? You’re obviously way too cool to be around him.”

“She has the total hots for Derek.”

“Shut up!” She turned back to Max. “It’s true! Who can blame me? His ass... oh my god... it’s the only reason I go to the swim meets... to see him in those Speedos.” She looked longingly at the swim table. “He’s so hot his dad probably wants to have sex with him.”

“Ew,” Jonas made a sour face.

“I’m Cassandra Creevy,” she smiled at Max, offering a handshake.

“Cassandra Creepy!” Jonas sniggered.

She shot Jonas the finger. “Aren’t you past due to be stuffed in a locker?”

“Max Dane,” he shook her hand, interrupting their bout.

“So you’re new here. Where are you from?” Cassandra asked.

“Burlington,” Jonas answered enthusiastic.

“Do you piss for him, too? I asked the cutey.”

“Here are your sandwiches.” Joe dropped off plates to Max and Jonas. “Cassandra, did you need something else?”

“Oh no, I’m fine, thanks, Joe.”

“You just had a salad, are you sure?”

“I’m on that no-carb diet.”

“You mean no-food diet.” Jonas took a bite out of his sandwich.

“You’re much too young for
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