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My inspiration to live and enjoy every moment, find love in every human, laugh loud and proud, and smile at every stranger.
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Itra’s headlamp goes dark, blinding Danae’s footing on the rocky terrain. She stumbles forward and grasps the back of his damp shirt for balance. He plays with the switch and shakes the headlamp. He attempts to step through but smashes the bridge of his nose on the stones. He mutters a curse and bends lower, clearing the opening. 

Crunch

“What was that?” Danae panics. 

“Watch your head,” Itra says. “It’s low.” He interlocks his fingers with hers and thumbs her wedding ring. 

She drags her free hand over her head and feels the smooth stones as she steps under. 

Crunch 

Itra’s headlamp flares back to life. 

Danae’s head snaps up. She follows the beam as he scans the area, revealing a small clearing—a few rocks, grass, and an open space. 

“Did we step on glass?” Danae asks. 

Itra dips his chin and bathes their feet in light. In contrast with the darkness, his light dances with glints of burnt orange.

“Does it remind you of hot coals?” he asks. 

“Or lava?” she adds.

Itra looks up. Danae steps out of his glaring light. 

“Careful, watch your step!”

“Ouch!” 

Danae rubs her shin. 

Itra shines his light on a small wooden post erected on two small pillars with markings along the ridge. 

“I think it’s a grazing post,” he says. “Maybe there is a home nearby.”

Danae strains her eyes, but it’s still too dark to make out anything beyond the beam of the headlamp. She leans against the post and adjusts her socks and the laces of her hiking boots for the hundredth time in the last six, twelve, eighteen, hell; she has no clue how many hours they’ve been lost. 

It was just before one in the morning when their phones died. They had drained the batteries, using the map, compass, and flashlight apps to find their way down the Mokset hills and back home. 

“What time is it?” she asks.

“Close to dawn,” says Itra. He stretches and unsnaps their only pack. “Do you want to rest here until we have enough light to see?” 

“Sure,” she says, trying to swallow a yawn. “Can you hand me a pillow?” 

He laughs. 

“Is there any water left in the pack?” she asks.

He shakes the silent metal water bottles. He opens the pack and pulls out one apple, two granola bar wrappers, and two rain jackets. They had packed light for a day hike and had finished their water, granola bars, and other fruit hours ago. The headlamp had been a welcome surprise, left in an inner pocket from their last excursion. 

Itra hands Danae the remaining apple. 

“We’ve hiked the Mokset hills four times in the last two years,” she says, waving the apple around. “We always take different routes. How did we get lost so close to home?” She pauses, taking a bite. “When did you realize we made a wrong turn?”

“Around dusk,” says Itra, “but before you get mad, wait until I finish. The lake and mountains on the horizon placed us on or near the same hills before it got pitch dark. I thought once we found a trail again, it would lead us back down.” 

Danae takes another loud bite of the apple before sharing it with Itra.

“Where do you think we are now?” 

“Near the lake? Maybe further north than we planned to go, but on the same hills. I’ll know for sure at first light.”

As the darkness fades, the air seems to change. The bird song carries a different melody in the early morning hours. Danae’s eyes droop as a warm morning breeze lifts her curls away from her cheeks. 

“Can you wake me in ten?” she says, yawning. 

“Hours or minutes?”

“Ha!” Danae snorts. 

He wraps his arm around her, pulling her close.

They’re nearly asleep when the clouds part and the sun crowns the horizon, lighting a rocky clearing that abruptly slopes up into a stone wall. The morning glow outlines a tall structure. 

“Is that a castle or a fort?” Danae whispers. They stare as the light transforms the stones into an enormous castle. A snort of bewilderment from Danae makes Itra chuckle. They break into exhausted laughter. 

Danae catches her breath. 

Itra quiets, nudging Danae in the side before he stands. 

“Come on.”  

Danae allows him to pull her to her feet, brushing off the dirt, spider webs, and grass clinging to her hair and clothes.

She shields her eyes, turning to the east where the ground shimmers with shiny, orange-tinted flecks in a half-circle at the base of a stone archway. 

“Did we walk through there?” she asks. 

“Yes,” Itra says. “I think so.”

There are four additional archways, each spaced the same distance apart to the north. 

“Is this one of those stone circles?” she asks. 

“In Albania?” Itra shakes his head. “Not likely.”

The landscape beyond the five archways has a few rocky boulders, green and yellow thorny plants and small fruit trees. Danae turns back to the small grass and rocky clearing with a worn path to the castle. 

Itra slowly turns in a circle.

“Where are we?” Danae asks, poking him in the chest. 

“I have no clue,” Itra says. 

Itra hops in place, and his face goes from clueless into a wild grin.

“Oh, no! I know that look,” she says. “Did you plan this? Where are we, honestly? Please tell me you know where we are right this minute!”

“Just take a breath,” he says, placing his hand on his chest with an exaggerated inhale and loud exhale. 

She complies with a loud sigh.

“Good?” he asks. 

She nods, but narrows her eyes at him.

“You know the old Mokset Castle remains?” 

She nods again, scrunching her face in confusion, crosses her arms, and taps her foot. “We were there today,” she says. “Well, yesterday.”

“Does the landscape look similar at all?”

Danae spins around, trying to recall the landscape and noticing similar rocky boulders but not enough trees. She turns back, confused. 

“The landscape had trees of all sizes,” she says, “but I only see a few here and noticed no archways. Do you think we’re near the remains?” 

Itra turns in a slow circle again, stopping to stare at the castle.

Danae follows his line of sight. The rugged stone steps leading to the lowest wall look vaguely familiar to the castle remains. 

“Itra?”

“Hmm?”

“What’s going on?”

“Give me your phone.”

“Why?”

“I want to hide the phones.” He opens the pack and holds out his hand. “It’s only a precaution, just in case they search us.”

“They? Who?” 

Danae glances around for anyone approaching, but they’re alone. 

“Just playing it safe. We need water, and our best bet is there.” He gestures to the castle. “I don’t know who or what we will find if we get inside.” 

“Fine,” Danae says, handing over her phone.

“Thank you.” 

Itra secures the phones and swings the near-empty pack over one shoulder. 

“Ready?” he asks. 

“Totally, just after I wash my hair!” 

He shakes his head, laughing. 

Thankful for the morning light, they move along without tripping over the many rocks and roots. 

Danae searches for any familiar landmarks. “Itra, do you remember the giant fig tree in the clearing near the remains?”

“Yep!” Itra says, pausing his stride for a moment. “See that small twig of a tree just to your left?”

“That seriously can’t—no way!” Danae steps closer to inspect it, and sure enough, it has a few fig leaves and buds. But the top of the tree is eye level. 

She stumbles back. “You can’t be serious; there is no way that is the same tree!”

“The clearing, the landscape, the steps, the boulders, and we didn’t leave Albania overnight,” Itra says. “Could be, maybe?”

Danae’s head whirls. 

“Maybe we crossed over to Montenegro?” she whispers.

He laughs. “Do you remember swimming across a lake?” 

Her gaze follows the morning light glistening on Lake Shkoder. 

“Ugh, no!” she groans. 

Danae’s fatigue rattles her thoughts. Am I shrinking, or is the castle growing in height with each step? A few wildflowers line the path, and one pop of red stands tall. 

“Did you see the poppy?” she asks. 

“I did,” Itra says. “Did you see the snake?”

She quickens her pace to catch up with him, looking around wildly. “Dead or alive, poisonous or harmless?”

“Dead and harmless.”

She shoves his shoulder and scowls. 

He shrugs and smiles. 

They ascend up the familiar rugged steps, follow another path around a curve, and gaze up at the first wall and the towers above. The castle’s size is not ominous from a distance, but standing in its shadow—it’s slightly terrifying. 

The first stone step is tall, almost thigh high. 

Itra places his hands on Danae’s shoulders. She turns her wide eyes to his anxious face. 

“Mui,” Itra says. 

“Mui?” she asks, tilting her head. 

“The almighty giant from the Albanian folk tales,” Itra says.

Danae laughs, shaking her head. 

Itra explains, “The legend describes the entrance to Mui’s home with stairs one meter high.” He gestures towards the giant steps. 

She looks up the stairs to the castle and back to his grin, expanding the width of his face. 

“Ha!” she barks. “And I’m Queen Danae. Welcome to my humble abode!” 

“After you, my Queen,” he says, still grinning and bows. “I am but your humble servant.”

Danae takes Itra’s hand, feeling his pulse jump against her palm.

The first wall is nine stones stacked with near-perfect precision. The size is alarmingly huge—each stone is nearly as wide and tall as a billboard. A small decorative stone outlines a large, open arched entry at the top of four enormous steps. 

“How did they get equipment large enough to stack these up here?” Itra whispers.

“More like when?” Danae asks, feeling an icy shiver. “Do you think this is a modern castle? I assumed the castle was old.”

Itra shrugs as he pulls Danae up the last step. 

Itra gazes out at the clearing below. The elevation appears to drop off past the five stone archways down to the lake. 

Danae’s immediately drawn to the beautiful mosaic tile floor. Too afraid to enter all the way, she kneels at the threshold. A pattern of gold crests and swells of blue waves. The design and colors look very modern in contrast to the thick exterior stone walls. Across the entrance foyer, marble stairs lead to a large landing. Light is shining through a window, and she can see another flight of stairs continuing up. Adjacent walls appear to be a dark descending stairwell on one side and an open archway.

“It’s stunning,” Danae murmurs, standing.

“Anybody home?” Itra calls out loudly. “We come in peace.” 

His baritone voice echoes in the stairwells.

“I don’t see any cameras or a doorbell,” she whispers. “Do you think it’s safe to enter?” 

“I’ll go first,” Itra says. 

He quietly steps inside, coming back a few steps and motions for her to follow.

“Do you hear a dripping sound?” Danae whispers, cautiously following him across the foyer to a large arched opening.

A whoosh of humid air dampens their skin as they cross through—a conservatory with green-tinted light from the dome glass ceiling. The dripping sound intensifies as they creep along a curving path, passing rows of potted plants and flowers.

Danae’s nose twinges with a sneeze, and her eyes water. The sound reverberates off the walls. 

“Shh!” Itra says. 

“Sorry,” she whispers.

He stops at the head of a stone elephant waist high set out from the wall. The trunk is a waterspout with a slow drip into a small stone basin below. 

Danae’s mouth instantly salivates. She licks her lips.

“It’s fresh!” Itra says, catching a drop of the water with his tongue.

“It’ll take hours to fill a single container with enough water for one gulp,” she says, rolling her eyes.

Itra inspects the spout and finds one stone ear is leaning slightly forward. He gently pulls it, and water gushes out in a quick burst. The noise startles Danae. He smiles smugly as Danae removes the bottles from the pack, filling one in three pulls. She hands over the second bottle. They guzzle down a full bottle each before refilling again. Adequately satiated and slightly waterlogged, they top off the bottles and repack them. 

“Now what?” she whispers. 

“Explore quietly?”

“I want to sleep in our own bed tonight after the longest shower in history,” she says. “A quick look around, and then we find our way down.” 

He nods with a grin.

Danae follows his lead around the wide arc and rows of plants. She’s no garden expert, but she admires the meticulous attention and skill of this caretaker—not a single brown or dead plant. She watches Itra inspect a row of what looks to be cherry tomatoes, and before she can say don’t eat those, he pops one in his mouth. 

His eyes go wide, face goes beet red before swallowing and grinning. 

“You should’ve seen your face, babe!” He laughs as he pops another one in his mouth. 

Danae shoves his shoulder before taking a tomato from the vine and cautiously biting into it. She moans in approval and picks a few more. 

Itra and Danae continue picking and eating lettuce greens, cucumbers, and strawberries. The sun shining directly over the glass adds additional warmth. 

Danae’s full stomach makes her drowsy. She yawns and fights the weight of her eyelids.

“I think our quick look around is over,” Danae says, trying to hide another yawn. “Do you think it’s safe to take a nap in here?”

Itra shrugs. The exhaustion and full stomach make him drag his feet. He motions for her to follow towards another arched doorway in the conservatory’s rear. They hesitantly enter a mirror of the first foyer without an exterior door. However, the mosaic tiles are red and silver in a flame pattern. A stairway leads up to a landing with a window and straight ahead, a set of stairs descending into darkness. 

“Up or down?” he murmurs.

“Are you serious?” she asks. “Up! I’m too tired for dark and creepy stairs.” 

They climb the smooth marble steps to a landing with a window. Outside, a view of a wickedly tight hedge maze with a small stone figurine in the center of an open courtyard inside four stone walls.

“Do you see any doors from here?” Danae asks, leaning her forehead against the pane. 

“No,” Itra says. 

They continue up the next flight of stairs to another landing. Two adjacent archways lead to long, wide corridors with marble floors, stone walls, and evenly spaced wood and iron doors. The archway across from the stairs opens to a balcony. From here, they can see the mountains of Montenegro on the other side of Lake Shkoder. They gravitate towards the view. It’s stunning, but alarming. They step back, dizzy from the height. 

“I think we need to sleep,” Danae laughs. “Maybe we’re hallucinating from the food?” 

“Did you notice any roads, towns, boats, or any movement below?” Itra asks.

“Um, no?” she says. “I’ve also never seen a sheer drop or cliff of this height on any of our previous hikes. Have you?”

“No, the cliff is a new feature.”

“Itra, we need to—”

A clatter of running footsteps from somewhere inside induces a rush of flight, not fight.

Itra grabs her hand and sprints down one corridor, trying each door they pass. One door finally opens. Itra catches the door before it slams against the wall. He quietly shuts it behind them. Danae searches for a place to hide. She opens a second narrow door to a small vacant washroom. They step inside and gently close the door. One giant tear rolls down Danae’s cheek. She rests her hand on his chest, feeling Itra’s heart race against her palm. 

“What now?” she whispers. 
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Itra and Danae hide long enough for the exhaustion to creep back in. He cracks open the door. The room is empty, except the bedroom furniture. They sigh with mild relief. She notices a gold, wing-back chair Itra wedged against the door with their pack. 

“Your idea of security?” Danae whispers, nodding towards the door. 

Itra shrugs. 

The mosaic tile floor matches the entrance foyer’s color scheme—blue and gold, but this design with mountains and caves. Danae slides her hands over the smooth silk curtains tied back with a thick gold rope, framing a view of the hedge maze. The room is sparsely but ornately furnished, and there is a notable absence of light, no lamps or overhead fixtures. 

A bulky frame hangs on the wall adjacent to the bed. The light from the window casts the frame’s contents in shadow. 

“Does the headlamp still work?” Danae asks.

Itra flips it on and tosses it to her. He moves to her side as she leans closer to inspect the image. It is a wedding portrait of a couple. The man’s strong profile with shaven brown hair, straight, narrow nose and firm chin is gazing at a woman with brown pixie waves framing a heart-shaped face. From the background, the couple appears to be standing on the balcony overlooking the lake. 

Danae shines the light on Itra’s profile and goes back to the image. 

“It’s you and me,” Danae squeaks out in alarm. “But how? What do you think this means? Have we—”

Itra covers her mouth and puts a finger to his lips. Her rambling continues under his hand until she notices his eyes dart towards the door. She immediately quiets to listen. There is a faint humming sound coming from the corridor. 

Itra turns off the headlamp. They crouch beside the bed. The humming stops directly outside the door. The sound of something sliding on the floor has Itra on his hands and knees looking under the bed. Danae leans down to see a royal blue envelope slide to a stop under the chair.

Itra crawls around the bed, staying low to look for feet or a shadow on the other side. He reaches far enough to retrieve the envelope and crawls back. 

It is made of heavy parchment with thick cursive writing scrawled on the front—Itra & Danae—and a large gold wax seal with a bird on the back. Danae’s eyes bulge in disbelief. 

“Should I open it?” Itra asks. His voice startles Danae—his first spoken words since their hasty retreat from the balcony. 

“Sure, why not?” 

Itra clicks the headlamp on and scoots close to her. He breaks the wax seal, and the four corners open with a shower of lavender-scented dust. She stifles a sneeze, holding her nose. The same bold cursive writing in royal blue ink arches across the pale gold parchment.

You have entered the Castle of Teskom. The land and castle are free for you to explore. The wardrobe contains clothes and shoes. A bell will ring for each meal provided on the terrace located directly above this room. The dust you inhaled will induce a restful sleep in ten seconds. 

Kind regards, Ivan

She attempts to read the message a second time. Her eyelids are too heavy. Itra attempts to stand, reaching for Danae, but he collapses on the bed. She lies next to him before falling into darkness.



“If you move to the right one more step, I will end you!” a low bass voice thunders.

Danae turns to seek the person speaking. The clearing is empty of people, only the outline of the five archways. 

“Who will end me?” she asks.

“Brave and beautiful,” the voice booms. “Interesting.” 

He is mocking her. Irritated, she steps to the right. 
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“Class,” Kaly calls from the podium, “settle down and take your seats.” She waits until nearly everyone sits before she starts the first slide. “Today, we are going to discuss the family saga of Medusa.” She clicks the next slide. “Who can tell me the connection between Medusa and the Grey Sisters?”

“The Grey Sisters gave Perseus the location of Medusa,” a student in the second row calls out.

“Correct,” Kaly replies. “And who are the Grey Sisters?”

“Dread, Horror and Alarm,” a student towards the back answers.

“Correct,” Kaly says. “They’re also known by their Greek names, Deino, Enyo, and Pemphredo.” The next slide shows a family tree with several blank spaces. “The Grey Sisters were also sisters to the Gorgons, one of whom was Medusa. Can anyone tell me the names of their parents?”

“Phorcys and Rhea?” 

“Phorcys and Ceto?”

“Phorcys and Ceto are correct,” says Kaly, clicking to the next slide to show the complete family tree. “They were known as sea gods or as fierce monsters, depending on the source.” 

Kaly clicks the slide to an image of the family tree zoomed into the Gorgon Sisters and Grey Sisters. “All sisters, according to this family tree.” Kaly advances to the next slide. “This drawing of a haggard, old, hunched woman with stringy hair side by side with the three fairy godmothers from Sleeping Beauty. These are some modern versions of the Grey Sisters.” 

“Hold up,” a student interrupts as Kaly advances to the next slide. “The fairy godmothers?”

Kaly chuckles. “Most versions of fairy tales with three witches, fairies, or sisters have some characteristics of the Grey Sisters, including Shakespeare’s Macbeth: The Weird Sisters or the old television series Charmed.” 

Kaly points to the new slide. “An image of Medusa before the curse and after, the contrast from a dark-haired, pale face beauty to the iconic head of hair made of snakes and green-colored face. These versions have source descriptions dating back 460 BC.” Kaly clicks to a drawing of Perseus holding Medusa’s head. 

“Who can tell me how Perseus persuaded the Grey Sisters to betray Medusa?”

“He stole their shared eye?”

“That is a version of the story,” Kaly answers. “According to many written accounts, the sisters shared one eye and one tooth. A recent dig uncovered an ancient vessel containing a perfectly preserved human eye, one tooth, and a shard of unknown origins on any periodic table. The contents made many historians jump to a connection to the Grey Sisters. Can anyone guess the location of this dig site?”

“Greece?” a student calls from the back row. 

“Italy?” a second student calls from the front row.

Kaly holds up her hand. “One more guess?”

“Turkey?” another student calls. 

“Northern Albania,” Kaly answers, advancing the slide to an old map. “Illyria, pre-Roman invasions in 168 BC. The area in red covers what we now call North Macedonia, northern Greece, Kosovo, Albania, and Montenegro. The nation of Albania declared independence in 1912 after defeating the Ottoman Empire. The origin of Albania could easily be a semester block class.”

“Does this mean the Grey Sisters are technically not Greek?” a student asks. 

“A great question,” Kaly says. “Or did Perseus keep and bury the contents elsewhere? The research team released a recent update. They have dated the vessel as third century BC but are still analyzing the contents.” 

Kaly continues her lecture by discussing Medusa’s role as a priestess for Athena, Athena’s jealousy of Poseidon’s affection for Medusa, and Athena’s curse of stone on to Medusa. The Grey Sisters betrayal and Perseus’s actions, and how the vessel discovery in Albania make this one of the greatest finds in recent history. She leaves the class with an assignment to research any known Greek Mythology overlapping with Illyrian Mythology for Wednesday’s class discussion before ending her lecture. 

As the students file out, one of them approaches Kaly with his laptop open. “Have you seen this website?” he asks, turning the screen towards Kaly. 

The website heading is Wandering It Press, and the tagline is We are one of three dimensions. Kaly glances up at the student, trying to hide her skepticism. 

“I know, it looks nuts,” he says, “but there is a recent post about the dig site in Albania that you discussed in today’s lecture.”

“I’ll look at it, thanks!” Kaly says with a smile. “And good luck with the assignment.”

“Thanks!” He shoves his laptop into his bag. Kaly and the student exit the lecture hall and bump into a tall, muscular man. 

The student jumps back in alarm. “Sorry, man!”

“No worries.” The man steps around the student to kiss Kaly on the cheek. 

The student blushes in recognition of Kaly’s husband, Leon. “See you Wednesday, Kaly, I mean, professor.” The student nearly trips in his retreat. 

Leon laughs. “Somebody is hot for the teacher,” he teases. Kaly elbows him hard in the ribs. Leon playfully winces, then continues. “Are you ready to go, or do you need to stop by your office?”

“Office first,” Kaly says. “I wasn’t expecting you for another hour. How was your meeting today?”

“Same as always. They talked about their ‘episodes’ and how to cope with reality.”

Kaly nods, taking his hand. 

Leon spent thirty-two hours surrounded by enemy fire, pinned under the remains of a small truck after his envoy hit a land mine. He made it out with minimal hearing loss, dehydration, and some shrapnel wounds. They moved out of their small studio apartment in downtown Kansas City to a ranch with acres of land. Small or crowded spaces trigger his anxiety to near panic attacks. She encouraged him to attend a Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder support meeting at a local veteran’s hall. Her husband returned home intact physically minus a few scars, but still has a few demons to conquer. 

“My sister hasn’t called back with the recipe you ask for,” Leon says. “Were they camping overnight on this hike?”

“No,” Kaly says, unlocking her office. “Danae made it sound like a day hike, and I think they’ve hiked that area before. She may have just lost her phone again. Did you try Itra?” 

He nods. 

“Don’t worry,” Kaly says. “I’ll try her on the way home.”

She drops a few items in her bag and checks her office phone for messages. “One message, today at 3:33 pm. My name is Unis Beard, Wandering It Press. I’m calling to arrange an interview regarding the Grey Sisters. You can reach me at...” Kaly deletes the message before it finishes. She frowns, hanging up the phone. 

“What’s wrong?” Leon asks. 

“Just an odd message,” she says, “and strange timing.”
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Clang, clang, clang, clang, clang, clang, clang 

Danae jolts awake, her pulse pounding in her ears. Itra shifts against her, softly snoring. She sits up and moves to the edge of the bed, waiting for her heart to slow. Her eyes catch the morning light reflecting off the glass-framed portrait. A ripple of unease creeps over her as she quietly enters the washroom. A wild person is staring back at her. She jumps, only to realize it’s just her reflection in a full-length mirror. She squashes her scream and giggles at her absurd reaction. 

The room is no longer dark or narrow but a fully furnished, modern master bathroom. She steps closer to the mirror. Despite her disheveled appearance, she looks lighter, almost radiant. 

“Epic bed head,” she mumbles, attempting to pat down her wavy curls. The morning crack—that will one day wake the dead—of Itra’s neck interrupts her longing gaze at the copper soaking tub. 

“Good morning, my dear,” Danae says, returning to the bedroom.

One eyebrow raises from his bed-creased face as he stretches his arms overhead.

“Did you hear the bell?” she asks. 

“No,” he says, his voice is husky with sleep.

“The washroom is through there.” She motions to the door. “Fair warning. It looks different from yesterday.” She kisses him before sitting to take off her boots. They had both fallen asleep fully dressed. “I have no clue what time it is, but I’m guessing it’s morning.”

He stands, cocking his head to the side. “Are you okay?”

She returns the look, cocking her head to the side with a smile. “Absolutely not, but here we are. I desperately want and need to shower.”

“Hmm. Sure.”

Itra goes to the washroom, closing the door behind him. A few minutes later, Danae hears the door unlatch and the shower start. Itra’s back is to the door, already soaking in the shower, the glass framing his glorious physique. She takes in his tan skin, round butt, muscular back, and those biceps, damn. She bites her bottom lip and continues to stare until he glances over his shoulder, busted. She peels off her hiking gear and dumps her clothes near his.

A second water nozzle automatically turns on overhead. The water temperature and pressure are perfect, Danae moans. An intense aroma of lemon and ginger fills the air, awakening her senses. They shower twice before toweling off. She wonders if the inhaled lavender dust is only for sleep. It has the maddening side effect of lust. 

The vanity drawer is full of all the essential amenities.

“Bless the fairies!” Danae says, holding up two toothbrushes. After she and Itra brush their teeth, they open and smell the various creams, deodorants, and small jars with bath salts and essential oils. Danae dabs a bit of oil labeled honey blossom on her wrists, rubbing the sides of her neck. Itra leans over, inhales, then playfully bites her neck, hard enough to make her squirm. 

Danae bends to pick up their clothes but is distracted by Itra. He swings open the door. 

“Seize the day!” he bellows. 

Danae watches Itra stride across the room in all his glory. He swings open the wardrobe. 

“Hmm, let’s see, yes,” he says, “definitely this one!” He picks out a blue sundress and gold wedge sandals. He holds the dress up to his chest. “Not sure I can pull this off. Do you think this will be too short for me?” 

Danae laughs, taking the items and slipping on the dress. The lightweight softness feels silky against her skin. She sits to adjust the sandals and stands. 

Twirling in the dress, she asks, “What do you think?”

Itra is about to pull on a short sleeve cotton shirt and stops with one arm in to admire. 

“How quickly can you take it off?” he asks.

“Ha!” she snorts. “Put on your shirt and turn around. Let me see the total package.”

He slides his blue shirt on and turns in a slow circle, pausing so she can take in his glorious rear. The pants are denim hugging his butt like spandex—Danae’s mouth waters. The shirt is long enough for his long, lean, toned torso, and the sleeves hit mid-bicep. He catches her chewing on her bottom lip as he turns around, and he flexes.

“What do you think?” he asks. 

She feels her cheeks flush. “How quickly can you take that off?”

He chuckles. “Remember, my old saying?”

They say simultaneously, “Well rested and fed makes a good man great in bed.” 

Danae’s smile fades as she comes back to the reality of where they are and how they got here. “What do we do now?”

“We go to breakfast. They address the card to us. We need to find out more, but first, we need to eat. Maybe our host will join us?”

She raises an eyebrow. “Always a one-track mind for food with you. And that ‘host’ drugged us yesterday!”

He shrugs. 

Itra removes the chair and leans against the door to listen. He hears nothing in the corridor. He motions Danae to follow. They stride to the landing and up the stairs. The next landing offers three archways, like the floor below, but the view is wrong. Walking out on to a matching balcony just one floor up, they’re staring east. 

“Yesterday the view from here was facing west, right?” Danae whispers. 

The landscape is familiar. It’s home, but wrong—the valley of Bajze meets the base Mount Gradec to the east—a thick green forest of wide-trunk trees instead of the homesteads, vineyards, and open pastures of their small town. 

Itra shudders out a ragged exhale. “My family has lived in this valley for twelve generations. And now no homes, only trees? How?”

“I have no clue,” whispers Danae, equally perplexed. 

Itra wraps her trembling hand in his. They attempt to process the unreal scene until his stomach makes the loudest feed me growl that Danae has ever heard. Despite the trauma of the situation, he sighs, uttering a small chuckle. 

“Should we leave after breakfast?” Itra asks.

Danae nods and turns away from the confusing view. 

They find a table set for two with a gold tablecloth and royal blue dome plate covers on the terrace. 

“Are we going to discuss the color scheme?” Danae asks.

“That’s what you want to discuss?” says Itra irritably. “Seriously Danae, we’re in a mind-bending castle with a humming fairy and sleep dust.”

“Point taken,” she says. “Sit down! You’re nearing hangry status.”

No further encouragement is required. Itra sits quickly, pulling off the cover—the plate is empty. Danae nearly misses her chair, watching his disappointment unfold. Then, a card with familiar cursive blue ink catches her eye. 

“Before you totally lose it,” she says, holding the card up. She reads it aloud. “A house chef to inspire. Imagine the breakfast you desire.”

He raises an eyebrow and places the cover over his plate again. He grins as his eyes glaze over in thought.

“Are you done, my dear?” asks Danae.

Before he can respond, the aroma of freshly grilled sausage fills the air. He removes the cover. “Oh, wow, it worked!” He looks up at Danae. “Your turn. What are you going to order?”

She lifts her blue cover, revealing her precise thought of bacon and eggs. It smells amazing. She smiles up at him as Itra finishes his last piece of toast. 

“Let me guess—you’re about to order seconds?” she asks. 

“Do you think it will work?”

“No idea. Give it a go.”

It works. 

Danae slices up her bacon and eggs while Itra inhales a full stack of pancakes, honey, a side of ham, and a mixed fruit bowl. Her breakfast hits the spot—cooked and seasoned to perfection. She waves her cloth napkin in surrender as Itra clears his third round, an order of fresh cherries and figs.

“So, what just happened?” Danae asks. “Voodoo magic, or are we hypnotized to think we enjoyed the most gratifying breakfast of our lives?”

“My waistline will confirm it’s very real,” he says, waving his napkin and tugging on a belt loop. 

A breeze tickles Danae’s neck, sending a shiver down her spine. She shudders. Itra squirms a bit in his chair. They stand up and step close to each other.

“Do you want to retrace our steps?” she asks as they embrace. 

“Can you walk far in those shoes?” he asks, glancing down towards her feet. 

“Far, maybe. Quickly, no. But we should find our way out of here. I would like to get home before dark.”

The echo of their footsteps provides the only soundtrack to their walk down the stairs. Itra holds the door as she steps into their room. She immediately steps back out again. Her actions push Itra into a defensive stance in front of her. 

“What did you—how?” he asks as he looks inside.

The hiking clothes left piled on the bathroom floor are now clean and neatly folded on the bed next to their hiking pack. Their hiking boots are also clean and placed beside the bed.

Danae feels a rush of tingles up her spine. “What the—oh, my!”

Itra looks her up and down. His face drains of color. While Danae had been wearing the dress a moment before, she now has on her hiking gear, complete with her boots on and tied laces. 

Danae can only stammer out a choked, “How?”

Itra pats down his clothes. No change. He takes her hand and gently pulls her into the room, lowering her into the chair before pacing. She is physically shaking so hard that her teeth chatter. 

Itra stops pacing mid-stride to look for the original card. He finds and shakes the card while holding his breath before reading the message again. “Ivan? Ivan!” Itra bounds to Danae, kneeling beside the chair so his eyes are level with hers. “Danae, I’m related to an Ivan.”

Her ears are buzzing; she can barely hear him. He bounces back up, pacing the room once again. 

“Ivan is the first ancestor of my father’s line,” he explains. “The landscape this morning shows a valley that looks like home but could only be home hundreds of years ago.” She nods in acknowledgment, so he continues. “The picture could be us, or it could be my eleven-times great grandfather Ivan and his wife.” He grins wider before whispering. “The castle could be in the family, my family!”

Danae swallows hard and says, “Did you forget to tell your wife of five years about some secret, magical kingdom you reign over?”

“It’s all speculation,” Itra says, “but we’re not in the same era, are we?”

She ignores his question and stands. “This is not happening. We were lost, we trespassed, and then we were drugged. Were we fed more drugs at breakfast? Are we prisoners?” She faces Itra. He’s still grinning from ear to ear. She sighs. “If we are in the past, how do you explain breakfast and this outfit quick change?” 

He shrugs. “I have no clue, but I’m sure they wouldn’t serve breakfast like that to prisoners.” He folds his hands together, begging. “Can we please explore?”

“No! We’re leaving!”

“One-hour tops, I promise, please, Danae,” he begs, pouting his bottom lip.

“Fine,” she says, “but change your clothes and take the pack. And no solo wandering. I mean it!”

He rocks back on his heels with a low whistle and a mock salute. “Yes, ma’am!” 

Before he can reach for his clothes, a tingle runs down his entire body. “Danae, did that quick-change thing just happen?” He dares a glance down. “Oh, that is—freaking cool!”

“Freaky, yes, but not cool!”

She opens the pack to find two extra sets of hiking clothes, two sleep sacks, a second headlamp, and enough food for at least two days. But their cell phones Itra hid are missing.

“Why take our dead phones?” she asks. 

Itra brushes off her questions. “We can use the headlamps and explore the stairs that lead down from the first floor.” 

“Maybe, but only for one-hour Itra, just one.” 

Danae opens all the drawers in the wardrobe, rummaging through each one before slamming them shut. 

“What are you looking for?” 

“A pen and paper.”

“Why?”

“I want to write a thank-you note to our hosts for a such a wonderful drug induced time.”

He laughs. 

“Seriously though, this place is enormous,” she explains. “I want to map it out. I’m good with directions, but you...?” Danae looks over her shoulder to Itra’s attempt to scowl, but he then nods and shrugs with a grin. 

A paper flies under the door in a flutter, followed by two pens. 

“Your wish is my command!” Itra snorts.

“Funny!” she exclaims. “Magic food, clothes, and paper, check!” She quickly draws the floor plan of the entrance, the curve of the path through the conservatory to the rear foyer. She sketches the hedge maze, the corridors, and terrace level.

Itra checks the corridor. “All clear,” he says and bolts towards the landing. 

Danae pulls on his elbow, slowing his pace. She feels his anxious energy escalating as they descend the first flight of stairs. She checks the window for any changes. The hedge maze and opposite tower look the same, but she carefully scans the perimeter of the maze—no doors or entries to note. She rushes to catch up with Itra.  

“Wait a second,” Danae says, pointing at the floor. “We’re at the first entrance with the blue and gold waves.” She stumbles back and sits hard on the bottom step. Itra looks down and then up. She follows his gaze.

The large wood and iron doors that were open yesterday are now closed with a massive iron beam across the center, barring exit or entry of any kind. 

“Are we locked in?” she asks. 

Itra gulps. “There has to be more than one door, right?”

They cautiously head towards the conservatory. The mid-morning light reflects off a shiny surface, drawing Danae’s attention to a wall of climbing vines. She nudges Itra in the side; he follows her line of sight. He moves vines aside and finds an arched door, but halts before reaching for the handle. 

A melody ripples the silence behind them. A delicate female tone sings, “Illyria, ember in time, light...”

Itra panics. Pushing the door handle down, he grabs Danae’s hand and bolts through. The melody mutes when the door clicks shut behind them. 

They find themselves in a large hall. They creep forward cautiously. Danae’s gaze follows the pale gold walls to the high ceiling, vaulted around a stunning dome with three stained glass inserts set at odd angles. She trips over her own feet and
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