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1–BATS & Buddies

	 

	Run, run, run. Avery Mcintosh’s breath floated out in front of him as he panted, his heart racing. The crisp fall air flooded his chest. Just get to the bench.   

	The bench he sprinted for was the buddy bench Halloway Hills Middle School installed last year.  If he could make it to the rainbow-coloured bench before Becky Bananski grabbed him, he’d be home free.

	There was a jerk on his shoulder as Becky pulled on the dangling shoulder strap of Avery’s backpack. “Give it here, Mcintosh,” she growled.

	Avery yanked on his backpack as he ran. Becky and her crew—Alex, Tanner, and Simon—closed in on him. The “BATS” they called themselves. Avery just called them bullies. They thought they ruled the school. 

	The bench shone brightly like a beacon on the top of the grassy hill he ran up. He could make it. Only about twenty feet to go, but they were all up hill, and his legs were getting tired. 

	The book of top-secret Minecraft hacks weighed him down from inside his backpack. As he ran, he took his backpack off and held it in front of him so Becky couldn’t grab the straps again. There was no way she was getting this book.   

	“I borrowed it from the library fair and square,” Avery yelled over his shoulder. His foot touched down on a damp maple leaf and slipped out from under him. “Nooo.” He lost his balance but didn’t wipe out. That was close. 

	He panted hard as he arrived at the top of the hill. Only a few feet to the buddy bench, and he didn’t dare look around to see how close the BATS were. Like a major leaguer diving for third, he lunged at the bench, fingers first. 

	His right hand smacked against the seat of the bench. A puff of air escaped his mouth as he narrowly missed whacking his face on the ground. He took a deep breath and pulled himself up to sit on the bench. 

	Jordan rushed over and sat beside him. “Hey, Avery,” she said as if nothing was out of the ordinary. He swore she lurked around the corner just waiting for someone to sit on the bench so she could join them and show them they had a friend. Not that she wasn’t a good friend. She was the best. Always there when he needed her.

	“Hi, Jor—”

	“You may have won this time, Mcintosh,” Becky cut him off. “But you haven’t won the war.” Avery frowned. What war? “Kind of a girl move don’t you think? Running to the buddy bench.” Becky stood with her hands on her hips, towering over Avery and Jordan, her blonde hair cascading over her shoulders.

	“I—”

	“A girl move to go with your girl name.” This time it was Alex who interrupted. 

	Jordan stood and placed her hands on her hips, mocking Becky. The thing is, with Jordan being the shortest girl in grade seven and Becky the tallest, it was funny to see the two facing off. It was like a Chihuahua thinking it was the same size as a Great Dane. Avery stifled a laugh. The top of Jordan’s pony-tailed head barely made it to Becky’s armpits.   

	“Oh, look, your girlfriend has to fight your battles for you,” said Tanner.

	“You’re one to talk,” Avery said, gesturing to Becky. She was the leader of the BATS and the only girl in their little gang. “Besides, she’s not my girlfriend,” he added.

	“Whatever,” said Becky. She turned around and trudged back down the hill into the forest. She paused at the bottom. “BATS, are you coming, or what?” Alex, Tanner, and Simon ran down the hill after her.

	Jordan sat back down on the bench.  “What’s their problem, anyway?”

	“You mean other than the usual?” Avery unzipped his backpack and reached inside. He pulled out the book that had started his little sprint—Super Ultimate Minecraft Hacks. 

	There was a picture of Steve on the front. He had his finger to his lips as if to say, “Shhh,” even though crafters didn’t have fingers.

	“Whoa.” Jordan’s eyes were as wide as Oreos, just as dark too. Her mouth gaped while she stared at the book. It seemed like she wanted to reach out and touch it. 

	“Here.” Avery handed her the book. “I just happened to be in the library when Mrs. Harriet put it on display. They just got it.” Avery puffed out his chest, proud to be the very first student to borrow the book. He’d be able to build all kinds of cool things now—Jordan too, since they normally played Minecraft online together.

	Jordan took the book and cautiously flipped through it. “Wow, check this out.” She pointed to a castle with a spiral staircase.  “I might have to come to your house next time so I can try and build this,” she said.

	Avery took the book back just as Jordan was about to turn another page. “You know how my dad is about me having people over when he’s at work.” He looked at the ground then swung his leg back and forth as he put the book back in his school bag. “He’s on nights at the mill for the next few days.” 

	Jordan nodded in understanding. 

	“What were you doing, anyway?” Avery asked.

	“What do you mean?”

	“You got here seconds after I touched the bench.”

	“So?”

	“What if I had sat here because I wanted to make a new friend?”

	“Clearly, you didn’t. I saw them chasing you.” She turned her body so she was facing Avery. “And you’re not supposed to use the bench as a way to avoid bullies.”

	“Why not?”

	“You’re supposed to sit here when you need a friend or want to hang out with someone.”

	“The BATS were chasing me. I definitely needed a friend.”

	Jordan shrugged.

	Movement in the distance caught Avery’s attention. “Did you see that?”

	“See what?”

	“Something just ran into that bush over there.”

	“What?”

	“I dunno. A black blur. A skunk, maybe.” Avery stood and threw his backpack over his shoulder. “Let’s go check it out.”

	Jordan hopped up, carrying her bag, and raced over to the bush ahead of Avery. 

	“No,” said Avery. “You need to sneak up on it. You don’t wanna get sprayed.” 

	By the time the friends got to the bush, there was nothing there. Avery checked the damp ground for prints, but with the tread from the shoes of all the sixth, seventh, and eighth graders, it was hard to make out anything distinctive.

	“Halloween’s next week,” Jordan said. “Are you dressing up?”

	“Aren’t we a little old for that?”

	“Oh, please. My parents still dress up. I didn’t say I was going trick-or-treating, but I might go to the dance.” Jordan eyed the school grounds. Most of the students had gone home. She quickly turned back to Avery. “You want to go with me?”

	Avery’s cheeks flushed. “Um, I might go visit my mom that night.” He looked down at his feet. 

	“It’s okay,” said Jordan. “I remember.” She smiled at Avery. “Her favourite holiday, right?” 

	Avery nodded and smiled back. “You walking today?” 

	“Yeah, let’s go. I think Becky and her gang of BATS are gone now.”

	 

	

2–The Minecraft Cave


	When Avery arrived home, Dad’s truck wasn’t in the driveway. He had already left for work. Avery unlocked the door with his key and hurried inside. He couldn’t shake the feeling that someone had been following him. Even before he’d dropped Jordan off at her house one street over, he’d felt as if they were being followed, but now that he was alone, the sensation grew even stronger.

	Avery locked the door behind him then took off his shoes and dropped his backpack on top of them. He wandered into the kitchen, hoping Dad had left him something good for a snack. There was a note on the kitchen island.

	 

	Ave,

	 

	There’s egg salad in the fridge and fresh bread in the breadbox. I bought some bacon today. Join me for bacon and eggs in the morning.

	 

	I’ll be home around midnight, as usual. 

	 

	Stay safe. Love you,

	Dad

	 

	The first thing Avery did after reading Dad’s note was turn on the TV. It was way too quiet in the house when Dad worked nights. Iron Man was playing on Netflix, and he put it on, even though he’d seen it already. He went back to the kitchen to make a sandwich with some of that fresh white bread. Yum!

	He watched a bit of Iron Man while munching his sandwich. When he finished, he took his plate to the dishwasher, remembering what Dad had said the last time he left it in the living room. “What would your mother think?”

	As he walked back into the living room through the dining room, something scratched against the dining room window. He tried to ignore it, but it seemed to get louder. 

	Scratch, scratch, scraaatch. 

	His heart pounded as he walked to the window. It was getting dark, and he couldn’t see much, so he pressed his face against the cold glass. His breath fogged up the window. He was sure there was nothing there. It must have been the wind. 

	He left the TV on for company and headed to his room down the hall. Dad had affectionately named it “The Minecraft Cave” because he was always in there playing Minecraft. He glanced at the clock radio on his nightstand. Jordan would probably be waiting for him in the game. He plopped down in his beanbag chair and fired up his Xbox, then logged into the server. 

	Once the game loaded, Avery changed his player’s armour then ran out of his stone house to find Jordan. She was battling a zombie and quickly defeated it.

	Jord_321: About time you got here.

	Avery whacked a zombie that seemed to come from out of nowhere.

	Ave_the_Brave: I knew you’d say that. You seen Bananski and her crew?

	Jord_321: In the caves.

	Ave_the_Brave: Perfect. Let’s go see what’s in their chest.  

	The pair headed in the opposite direction of the caves. When they reached a modern-style home made mostly of quartz with a pool off to one side, Jordan messaged Avery again. 

	Jord_321: What? When did they build the pool?

	Ave_the_Brave: Dunno. Wasn’t here yesterday.

	The pair ran up the front steps then split up in search of the treasure chest where the BATS stored their goods. Jordan took downstairs, and Avery went upstairs, following the cobblestone steps. 

	The first room he searched turned up nothing of value. He moved to the next room when a message from Jordan appeared.

	Jord_321: Found the chest. Some emeralds too!

	Ave_the_Brave: Be right there.

	Avery spun around, heading for downstairs when Becky’s character appeared in front of him.

	Banana_Jamma: What do you think you’re doing?

	Crap. Avery moved his thumbs on his controller as fast as he could and pulled up a splash potion. Jordan appeared by his side as he tossed the potion. Was the rest of Becky’s gang waiting outside? 

	In an instant, Avery, Jordan, and Becky were all invisible. Avery quickly took off his armour, so it didn’t give him away. 

	Ave_the_Brave: Meet me at the witch’s hut. 

	Jord_321: Okay.

	Just as Avery arrived at the hut, his invisibility potion wore off. Jordan was already there. 

	Back in his room, the portable phone that sat on the floor next to him rang, and he scanned the call display. Dad sometimes called from work to check on him, but it was Jordan. Avery answered with the speaker phone on.

	“I can’t find Becky, do you see her?” asked Jordan.

	“No. Maybe she left the game,” said Avery.

	“Here comes Tanner and Simon,” said Jordan.

	“Look out. Alex is right behind you,” Avery warned her.

	Lex_AA: Leave our stuff alone.

	Alex swung at Jordan with his sword, and she blocked him. 

	Jord_321: Don’t worry. Becky stopped us before we got anything.

	Avery was sure Jordan was rolling her eyes as she typed.

	Tan_Man: Where is she, anyway?

	Jordan and Alex continued to fight, but Tanner just stood there. He didn’t try to attack Avery.

	Ave_the_Brave: Did she sign off?

	Tan_Man: I didn’t see a notification that she did. 

	Tanner left the witch’s hut with Alex and Simon following behind. Avery assumed they were going to look for Becky.

	Ave_the_Brave: You want to find a spot to build that castle? he asked Jordan.

	Jord_321: Come on. I know the perfect place. 

	Jordan’s character spun around, and Avery followed her while flipping to the page in Super Ultimate Minecraft Hacks where she’d seen the castle earlier. 

	 

	


3–Missing

	“There he is,” Dad said with his deep booming voice the next morning as Avery stepped into the kitchen and opened the fridge door. “I was about to make sure you were up. What’d you do last night?” No matter how late Dad got home from work, he was always up before Avery. 

	“The usual.” Avery pulled an apple out of the fridge and put it in a brown bag then opened the snack cupboard. He added a chocolate covered granola bar and some pre-packaged pretzels to the brown bag.

	“I hope that means you did your homework,” said Dad, handing Avery a sandwich. “Ham and cheese.”

	Avery accepted the sandwich, a half-smile appearing on his face. He was thankful it wasn’t egg. As much as he loved egg salad sandwiches, he didn’t like how their smell attracted the attention of other students at school.  He added the sandwich to the brown bag. “Thanks.” He set the bag on the counter. 

	Dad didn’t normally make his lunch for him, but this morning he was thankful he had since he’d slept later than usual. 

	“Your bacon and eggs are on the table.” Oh right. He’d almost forgotten about what Dad’s note said. Why was he being so nice to him? Was it because Halloween was coming up?

	Avery walked to the table, picked up the plate and used a fork to shovel the scrambled eggs into his mouth.  Then he bit off half a piece of bacon and picked up the rest of the slices. “Sorry, Dad. I gotta run.” He put his plate in the dishwasher. Dad leaned against the counter, watching him while drinking his coffee. 

	Dad nodded. “All right. You want me to wake you up tomorrow so you have more time to eat?”

	Avery popped the last of the bacon in his mouth then rinsed his hands under the kitchen tap. He swallowed then said, “I’ll make sure I set my alarm tonight.”

	He grabbed his lunch and put it in his backpack which hadn’t moved since yesterday. Before heading out the door, he brushed his teeth and thanked Dad one more time. 

	“Have a good day, kiddo!” Dad yelled as Avery shut the front door. A loud hiss came from the bushes beside the door. 

	He ran down the steps and over to the bush which was as high as the bottom of the window next to the front door. As he knelt to look under the bush, he lifted some of the lower branches so he could see better.

	“Reowrrr,” came from the bush then a black cat darted out of it and ran toward the street. It stopped on the edge of the front yard and looked back at Avery. 

	Still kneeling, he turned to the cat. “Here kitty, kitty.” He scratched the ground in front of him to pique the cat’s curiosity, but it just sat there staring at him. It seemed like it was still young, not yet full grown. 

	When Avery stood and walked toward the cat, it took off like a bullet down the street in the direction of Jordan’s house.

	Avery kept a lookout for the cat as he walked to meet Jordan, but he didn’t see it again. 

	Jordan waited for him at the end of the street. When he got to her, he asked, “Did you see a cat go by?” 

	They turned in the direction of the middle school and started walking. “No, I didn’t,” said Jordan. Hmm. It must have veered off at some point before making it to the end of the street.

	“Did Bananski log back on after I left last night?” he asked.

	Jordan shook her head. “Nope.”

	“Hmm, weird.”

	Jordan shrugged. “She was probably just mad we tried to take her stuff and didn’t want to play anymore.”

	The bell went just as Avery and Jordan arrived at the main entrance of the school. They hurried to their lockers and dropped off their backpacks then rushed into class. The spot at the back of the class where Becky normally sat was empty. 

	Avery squinted his eyes at Jordan then looked to the back of the room again as he slumped into his seat. Alex, Tanner, and Simon had concerned looks on their faces. Tanner shot Avery a heated glare. What was his problem?     

	 

	


4–That’s Impossible

	By the time recess rolled around, Avery was starting to feel like Becky’s disappearance from Minecraft and her disappearance from school were related. But how could an invisibility potion from Minecraft take effect in real life? That’s impossible. What had happened to Becky then? She never missed school.

	Avery strolled to the gym where he knew Tanner, Alex, and Simon would be playing ball hockey. Tanner headed into the hallway past Avery. His face was red, and he was out of breath. 

	“Where’s Becky?” Avery asked.

	Tanner shrugged. “Why do you care?”

	“Just curious.” Clearly, Tanner wasn’t in any mood to be helpful. He must have been losing at hockey. Avery didn’t want to wait around for Alex and Simon to need a drink or finish their game, so he went to find Jordan. Recess was almost over anyway. 

	Jordan was outside chatting with Violet, a seventh grader—not much taller than Jordan—with purple hair and a nose ring. Avery was glad he'd remembered his coat before he went outside. Wisps of cold air floated around Jordan and Violet as they talked. 

	Their conversation looked intense with Jordan waving her arms about and pacing then pausing for Violet to do the same. Rather than interrupt, Avery kept walking.

	He glanced in the direction of the bush where the skunk disappeared yesterday. The bush shook as he crept slowly toward it. He was about to peek under it when the bell went. A black cat shot out of the bush, brushing by him so quickly he didn’t have time to move out of the way. What the? Was that the same cat from this morning?

	Avery caught up with Jordan on her way back to class. “What were you and Violet talking about?”

	“Oh, Vi’s just upset that Becky’s away today. It’s our turn to present our business idea in Junior Biz Builders after school today.” Junior Biz Builders was a club started by Mrs. Monk to show students what it’s like to run their own business. 

	Avery raised his eyebrows, but Jordan didn’t seem too worried. Based on the way Becky treated people at school, Avery could see her skipping out so other people had to do her share of the work. Is that why she wasn’t at school today? He didn’t think she’d done anything like that before.

	“Does she do that often?” asked Avery.

	Jordan scrunched up her eyes. “Do what?”

	“Skip out when you have a project or presentation.”

	“It’s the first one we’ve had.”

	The wheels were turning in Avery’s mind. So that could be the reason she wasn’t at school. He certainly wouldn’t want to stand up in front of the class and give a presentation. Even if it was just an extracurricular club. 

	The friends scurried into class behind the rest of the students and took their seats. 

	Avery wished he could stop thinking about Becky. It was bad enough she enjoyed ruining his day when she was in school, but now she was ruining his day and she wasn’t even there. Perhaps a detour on his way home was in order. He needed to find Becky so he could stop thinking about her. 

	    

	  

	


5–The Bananski’s

	Avery stood on the opposite side of the street, a few houses down from where Becky Bananski lived. From where he stood—which was slightly elevated from Becky’s house—he had a clear view of the Bananski’s. Halloway Hills was the kind of town where everyone knew where everyone else lived even if you weren’t friends with them. 

	The Bananski’s lived in the opposite direction from Avery, and although it would take him longer to get home, he knew Dad wouldn’t worry because he was still working nights. A cool breeze blew against Avery’s side and forced his red curls across his forehead. Slowly, he walked toward Becky’s house. What would he say if someone saw him? He supposed he could pretend he brought Becky her homework. Yeah, that would work. 

	He picked up his pace the nearer he drew to the Bananski’s house then crossed the street when it was safe to do so. Was it a coincidence that their house was yellow, like a banana? 

	There were no cars in the asphalt driveway, but that didn’t mean nobody was home. The garage door was down. Besides, Mr. Bananski worked at the mill with Dad. He could be working nights too.

	Avery marched to the front door and stood still for a moment, just listening. He wasn’t sure what he was listening for. A sign that Becky was there, maybe. Unlike the rancher he and Dad lived in, the Bananski’s house was a bi-level, which meant there were no windows right next to the front door. A basement window was visible from where he stood, but the curtains were closed. He’d have to ring the bell.

	He pressed his forefinger to the shiny brass button to the right of the door. 

	Ding-dong.

	He waited, nervously tapping his foot. Nothing but silence came from inside the house. Frustrated he’d walked so far out of his way and nobody was home, he knocked three times as hard as he could, hoping someone would hear him. More silence. It didn’t seem like he’d be getting any answers today. 
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