MATT LEGEND: Veil of Lies



D. W. Mills
     FACT AND FICTION

        This novel is based on actual historical and archaeological events though it uses fictional events, places and characters.  
PROLOGUE
        Most parents tell their children monsters aren’t real − they’re wrong.
        Before the world became a place of battling caspers, ripleys and pennywises there was Thousand Oaks, a suburb of Los Angeles named for its many oaks – an idyllic, peaceful place with few cares and fewer worries.  A place where a kid could be a kid and wile away the endless summer days any way he or she chose; a place where your room was your castle and where every night the moon and stars put on their shows for free.  A place where your only cares were friends, school, relationships, surfing, bikini and swim trunk season, never enough spending money, what the future holds, and parents.  It was a carefree place where your friends were your friends – and be they real friends – life was good.  
        Then everything changed.  
Chapter 1 – BANISHED

        

Matt Legend didn’t choose a life of fighting demons.  It chose him.  Before that he was just a normal everyday teen if there is such a thing which is doubtful.
     Matt backed his candy apple purple bike to the schoolyard 
steps and waited.  Waited for the signal to begin his run 
through The Gauntlet, a simulated dry run through zombies, 
something cooked up by The Valley Boys, a clique of kateboarders 
from wealthy families with far too much time on their hands. 
        Lost, angry and alone he adjusted his earbuds and clicked his helmet strap.  He pressed his phone’s play button, adjusted the volume to pain minus one, gave his friend Venn a nervous nod and steeled himself for the danger lying ahead.

        There was  something in the air.  Truth be told there was coming a series of events that would thrust him into the world of the paranormal; one foot in each of three worlds when most people know only one, blissfully ignorant of the others.  Those worlds would soon collide ultimately forcing him to choose sides and in doing make nightmarishly powerful enemies.  
        It was a time of firsts  ̶  first kiss, first heartbreak, first seriously bad decision  ̶  
        Everyone called it Bone Buster.  Situated at the end of The Gauntlet, Bone Buster was a stainless steel handrail which ran down the center of a marble stairwell outside a busy downtown hi-rise on North Oak Boulevard.  Matt Legend had been doing some big talking and the day had arrived to back it up – or try at least.  

        Not being a jock meant having to find another way out of high school invisibility.  But in twenty minutes he would more likely than not be lying broken and dazed on its cold hard steps or even paralyzed like Charlie — another victim of Bone Buster.  Or he could be a coward and just walk away.  But then he would never know.  He would have to spend his life wondering.  Boys are supposed to be brave.  Girls are supposed to be pretty.  That’s just how it is.
        The whole crazy idea was to hop your bike onto it and grind down it on its stunt pegs.  Mr. Toad’s Wild Ride had nothing on Bone Buster.  Its 90-degree bend at the bottom where it turned under the street into the pedestrian tunnel that led to the metro rail was the killer, a maneuver thought impossible.  But the scariest part was the dangerous business which came three blocks before. 

        A dozen boarders and BMXers had broken thirty-seven bones on Bone Buster and it wasn’t even summer yet.  The worst off – Charlie – number twelve, the best of them, paralyzed from the waist down, in a coma at New Mercy.  She would emerge two months later wiggling her big toe, a good sign, begging her nurses for a Pink’s hot dog.
        Inseparable since the day they first met at the bike cage when Matt had righted someone’s fallen bike to its kickstand.  It turned out to be Charlie’s.  It was a pain having to constantly explain she was just a friend, but she was the only one of them who knew all the Starfleet General Orders by heart.
        His parent’s divorce had left him feeling quite distressed and  his mom was constantly threatening to send him to Tennessee to live with his aunt and uncle if he got into trouble again, a place where kids’ idea of fun was hanging out on the benches at the local A&W.  He could ill afford another school suspension.  Except for the fireflies and some legend about a swamp monster the flyspeck of a town was an utter wasteland.  And when the wind was blowing a certain direction the Hormel plant made the whole town smell like bacon.  And there was that obnoxious brat of a girl next door there who’d had the nerve to challenge him to a foot race.  He was still smarting from that defeat.  

        He studied Venn for the signal.  

        Three … two … one … 

        With a drop of Venn’s outstretched arm Matt blasted past the veiled tennis courts, dropping through the sloped planter strip’s wood chips and scattered Spartina grasses that gently swayed in the waxing afternoon breeze.  Behind him Tiffany Zimbalist’s desperate cry went unheard – drowned out by Crack Babies Don’t Cry, 160 beats per minute coursing through his ear buds, a diversion from the agonies of life, a drug that heightened his senses while dulling thoughts of his troubles.
         “STOP HIM!  That creepoid . . . Hotas,” she gasped . . .  “He did something to Matt’s bike!”

        Tiffany was walking past the bike cage after school with a girlfriend when they observed Hotas Clutterbuck bent over Matt’s stunt bike with a wrench in his hand looking like the cat that swallowed the canary.  

        The feud had begun simply enough, with a question.  But as with most questions, it’s how it’s put . . .  “So what nationality are you anyway,” Hotas had hissed loudly for everyone in the cafeteria to hear, for Matt was a delightful mix of races and nationalities   ̶  African-American, Caucasian, Chilean and part Native-American with honey golden skin, light brown eyes and wavy, curly dark brown hair.  Matt took in turn to calling the bullying Clutterbuck twins “cluster schmucks” and “garbage trucks” which Hotas and Otis didn’t like at all, which led to a slap fight outside the cafeteria and suspensions for all. But that had been way back in the third grade.
        “DON’T JUST STAND THERE!  DO SOMETHING!”  

        Venn’s call went to Matt’s voice mail . . . “Hi, if this is my parents I need money . . If this is a friend I’ll get you your money . .  If this is a hot girl don’t listen to what I said, I’ve got plenty of money”. . . (BEEP) . . . 
        Matt weaved his way through the startled zombies on the busy sidewalk along a block of stores, zipping past an LAPD officer outside a Willy Nilly talking to a skateboarder. “HEY!” the officer shouted as he raced after him.  Matt pedaled faster.
          He could make out the hum of traffic from a noisy four-lane intersection over the whir of the drone trailing behind him.  Green light or red the point was to make it across without stopping. The foolhardy stunt was undoubtedly what The Valley Herald  had meant by. . . “before someone is killed.”  Warily he approached.  His heart beat faster.

        Sometimes we do stupid things only later to stop and ask  ̶  What was I thinking?  When firefighters asked kids why they pull fire alarm call boxes, the answer was always  ̶  “ ‘cause it’s there.”  Good idea or bad, we each have our own ways of exploring our world.  It’s what makes us unique, like our fingerprints or our DNA or our biofrequency.

          The light was red.  Matt shot off the curb. A tired pickup piled high with reeking abandoned mattresses screeched to a stop.  The acrid stench of burnt rubber galled his lungs.  Moments later a sickening dull thud sent the mattresses flying . . .  

        “1 . . . 2 . . . . . .3 . . 4 . . . . . 5 . . .,” the crash counter counted, a plump girl in a bright yellow hoodie standing on the corner tallying the crashes . . .   

        Meanwhile the driver of a speeding big rig transporting storefront windows bound for Newberry’s department store, behind schedule, distracted, looked down swearing at the thirsty-four ounces of freezing ice-cold Mr. Pibb soaking her lap.  A terrible screeching was followed by a loud crash and a horrible grinding, crunching and rattling of metal and tinkling of glass. Two grungy mattresses dropped out of the sky sandwiching Matt like cheese on toast a blink of an eye before a tsunami of broken glass slammed him to the blacktop. 

        “Wow . . . bonus points for the glass truck,” the crash counter squealed . . .  “New record! . . .”  
        Lying on his back on something soft the stomach-wrenching smell of stale pee shocked him back to his senses.  Hefting a mattress filled with broken glass aside he staggered to his feet.  He drew in a dazed deep breath.  His eyes widened.  All around him shattered glass glittered like tiny diamonds amongst a menagerie of mangled vehicles that formed a wrecking yard of twisted metal serenaded by the angry blare of a stuck horn.

        In the adrenaline rush it’s easy to overlook a little thing like two mattresses falling out of the sky in the nick of time to prevent you from becoming mincemeat.  A strange coincidence perhaps?  Something warm ran down his cheek.  Blood.

        Like a dead bug the upended jackknifed big rig’s eighteen  wheels faced the sky tying up traffic in all directions.  He mounted his bike and hopped the curb as an LAPD cruiser screeched sideways as muddled drivers emerged like spectral phantoms through clouds of hissing Prestone and the nauseating smell of transmission fluid.  His left rear stunt peg fell off and skittered along the sidewalk, its ringing drowned by the stuck horn.        Captured by a traffic cam the scene went viral.
        “He’s crazy,” said one girl.

        “He’s either really brave or really . . . ” spouted another.

        He had rehearsed it in his mind a hundred times – line-up, speed, balance. Line-up, speed, balance.  

        But there was something he hadn’t planned on − sabotage.  His phone rang.  He ignored it.
        He was close enough to Bone Buster to see kids waiting.  Nadia would be there with her pink camera . . . line up, speed, balance . . .  line up, speed, balance . . .   

        Adrenaline fueling him, he blasted through the bright sunny plaza.   On his right the cooling spray from a fountain’s thundering wall of water tingled his skin.  On his left it was business as usual at a tiny but busy Bank of America branch.  Zipping past the fountain through workers heading for home early his bike left the ground as he launched onto the handrail.  Time stood still as he jockeyed the death slide.  Balancing like a trapeze artist, disappearing in the shower of sparks created by the ferro rods he had clamped around his stunt pegs, his own brand of special effects, he screeched down the rail which seemed to go forever.  Voila! He even managed the turn that led into the undercrossing tunnel.  The rest was a cakewalk.  Move over star quarterback.  Suddenly the the sun, sky, stairs and handrail began to rotate.  His body armor slammed hard into his back.  His body went one way his bike another as he tumbled down the stairs like a rag doll, head bobbing, arms and legs flailing with each bruising step, his bike clattering behind him.  With a snap heard round the plaza his wrist went numb.  His crumpled form came to rest on the steps, his bike landing atop him, the drone hovering over his motionless body.
        “Is he dead?” a little girl asked her mother.

        Bone Buster had claimed victim thirteen. Nadia Patel had captured it all on video and posted it.  The same Nadia who twenty minutes earlier he had looked up from his locker to see heading for him with her trademark graceful back and forth swaying motion, clutching her books firmly to her top.  

        For better or for worse there are times when the braver amongst us sometimes venture outside ourselves, who we normally are that is, to temporarily at least, be someone we’re normally not.  The next day bruised, battered and sore, Matt made a pained beeline for the courtyard lunch table where he knew Hotas and his friends would be sitting.  Somebody must have seen him coming because Hotas started to rise.  “Lights out loser!”  A many autographed fiberglass day-glo green blur swept Hotas’ temple leaving him sprawled among the wind-strewn tamale and corn dog wrappers.  As Matt walked away applauding kids opened a path.  A smile creased his lips.

        The end of the path revealed Principal Marshall in his wheelchair, arms folded.  The smile disappeared.

        “Let’s go young man.”  The principal took him by his day-glo cast and wheeled him back across the yard to where Hotas was coming back to life.  After paramedics arrived Matt was escorted to the principal’s office.  The principal’s secretary told him to be seated, that his mother was on the way.
        He agonized over how she would take it … and her punishment.  She was already threatening to pack him off to his aunt and uncle’s in Chickasaw . . . a real goose egg.  As far from the likes of Southern California as one can get.  The whistle stop only had one stoplight.  One.  It didn’t even have a McDonald’s. 

        Wearing robins egg blue heels and a pleated navy blue skirt and blazer with white silk blouse and golden earrings, Lena Legend was the spitting image of professionalism and wasted no time in getting right to the point.  “Matt, what’s going on!  I get a call at the office about you being in another fight.  And some kid’s going to the hospital?  And a police officer came to my office today.  I’m sure you know what that was about.  Did you think there wouldn’t be consequences?” Her accusing blue eyes blazed as she brushed away a dangling stray blonde curl. 

        Truth be told he hadn’t. 
                                            ○        ○        ○
       Principal ‘Hanging Judge’ Marshall opened his office door and invited Matt Legend and his mother in.  The principal withdrew a thick manila folder from the center drawer of his worn desk.  Matt’s life of school crime passed before his eyes. There was the time he flew a drone into assembly causing Mrs. Beecher to run swatting and screaming from the stage much to the delight of the student body. Ratted out by the girl two seats away.  And the time he tried to impress juvenile delinquent cheerleader Vangel Creech.  Gorgeous. Fearless. Dangerous.  The kind of girl who inspires boys to do crazy things like turning the school’s cinder track into a motorcycle track during the All-State track meet to gain her attention. Lesson learned  ̶  don’t crash into the high hurdles.

       Twelve weeks of Saturday all-day detention was the cost of that misadventure.  It was there he met Rain, the dreamy social media star with a heart of gold  ̶  fool’s gold.  Lots of girls had given him their numbers but he never called any, until she came along that is. It was love at first sight.  There is no love like the first love. It is all endorphins, adrenalin and dopamine. It is forever. It was over a week later.  The pain was just as crazy.  And there was the time he caused the entire school to be evacuated  ̶  a tinkerer, he was the kid whose science project burned the hole through Mrs. Bacon’s classroom.  It would not have been so bad had the pie-size hole not burned clean through the entire school and through the showers of the girls locker room, the cafeteria, the teachers lunch room and the freezer of the Dairy Queen down the street.  The device focused sound into a concentrated beam of energy  ̶  a saser, a sound laser.  The Defense Department promptly dispatched someone to look into its military applications then whisked it away.  

       “Your incident involving Hotas Clutterbuck is a blatant violation of the school district’s new zero-tolerance policy. It calls for mandatory expulsion,” the principal began.
        Expulsion!  Matt gulped.  

        “You’re in deep yogurt son.  Your timing’s not the best.  Last month you’da gotten off with a ten-day suspension.  A woman died because of that darn fool stunt of yours, Matt.” Matt’s face went blank.  He swallowed hard. He hadn’t heard. 

        “You’ve got a monkey on your back,” said the principal.

        Most monkeys you can shake. Others dig in like an Alabama tick.  The principal fixed his eyes on Matt.  Matt’s eyes welled.
        “I can see you feel bad about it.  Stuff happens.  This doesn’t have to ruin your life too.  Don’t let it.  The lady’s dead.  Nothing’s going to bring her back.  Certainly not you pining over it the rest of your life.  You have to let it go, son.  LET .. IT .. GO.”  

        His mother’s eyes stayed fixed on her son, never turning them away as she thanked the principal for his kindness.

        Blinking back tears Matt sensed the man knew what he was talking about.
       “So, your mother tells me you’re going to Tennessee . . .”
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