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    Dedicated to my grandsons, and great-grandsons. May their journey through life bring them kindness and love, and their quest be for Truth.
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The Realm
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FIERCE FLAMES BURST from the dragon’s scales, its eyes lit white with wrath. A fountain of molten fury poured from its mouth as sparks flared from its nostrils. The blaze roared at Ian, boiling his blood, and drawing sweat from his pores onto his cheeks. Ian, panic-stricken, covered his eyes and rolled away from the inferno, his heart pounding when — Poof!

The sparks turned into the popcorn texture on the ceiling, and he opened his eyes. He listened to the thumping of his heart as he caught his breath. He squeezed his eyes shut, opened them again, and blinked the sleep away. 

Once Ian realized where he was, still in his bed under the covers, he moaned. The moon cast a cool glow across his blanket and illuminated the cluttered desk, his homework, and an empty soda can. The pencil drawings of swords he’d created that afternoon still fluttered in the draft from the open window. Sounds of the lazy neighborhood filtered into his room. A motorcycle engine switched gears in the distance. Someone’s television across the street announced the baseball game and was hastily turned down.

Ian propped himself on one elbow, eyeing the closet door, which was held slightly ajar by yesterday’s jeans rolled in a bundle on the floor. Dirty socks peeked out from the dark beyond.

Ian lay back down, rolled over, and closed his eyes while the breeze cooled him, bringing comfort and hopefully sleep.

Soon the draft from his window turned into an icy wind that numbed his body. He fell, plummeting past the cold jagged boulders on a dark, lonely mountain. Landing on the cliff, bits of gravel stuck to his flesh as his body rolled. The salty taste of blood filled his mouth. His burning hair sizzled and curled before finally being snuffed out in the dirt. He trundled off a ledge and again dropped through the air. Hands raised over his face, he shielded his body from stones and rubble that were airborne with him.

Men dressed in deerskin with quivers on their backs, and carrying bows ran out of a cave as he flew by. Arrows spun past him toward the dragon. Whether any hit the flying serpent, he did not see. He crashed into the icy bank just as one of the arrows planted itself deep in the snow next to him. A tombstone. The shaft vibrated as a silent lament.

It was then Ian realized he wasn’t the one who had fallen. A stranger lay in a snowdrift, limbs hanging loose at his side, face bruised and swollen. The man smiled at him and then his blond lashes sealed his eyes shut.

A voice broke the silence. “Father!”

Ian woke again.

Beads of sweat dripped down his forehead and trickled past his ears. The curtains that framed his open window ruffled like ghosts dancing in the night. Neighborhood dogs barked at the moon.

Letting his heart settle, he lay there as he did every night, hoping for a restful sleep, one that didn’t take him back into the world he’d been seeing ever since his mother died.

​​
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Amleth
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On the parchment of time, a scene is drawn

Whispering lines taking animate form

Like pages of life, its corners are turned

Again and again until lessons are learned

A breath of sweet wind and motion is given

A Realm is created; a Life is within.






YOUNG AMLETH TOSSED his strawberry blond curls over his shoulder and steadied his eyes on the leather door. The wind whistled outside. The skins of the yurt flapped like a muted drum, and the oil lamp flickered, dancing shadows on the walls. The chill crept under the doorway, making the other children huddle closer to the fire.

An old woman whispered, beckoning the young ones to lean closer to her so they might hear her. White braids hung over her shoulders. Her plump body, wrapped in woven blankets, rocked to an unsung melody.

“The Songs of Wisdom weep,” she said.

“Weep? Grandmamma, why are they weeping? Is something wrong?” When the little girl who spoke shivered, her older sister wrapped another fleece around her, combing her long golden locks with her fingers.

“Something is always wrong here,” Amleth said, folding his arms across his chest, and settling his gaze on the flames.

“Sit down, Amleth.” The old woman patted her sheepskin as an invitation. “I’ll tell you the stories that my grandparents told me.”

“I already know the stories,” Amleth sneered. His stomach knotted with anxiety. He didn’t want to be here with the orphans and the village grandmother. Restless, he didn’t consider himself an orphan. Not yet. He’d been here only an evening. It was too soon to tell if his father had died. After supper, all he could do was pace back and forth like a caged cougar. He knew he should be out in the storm with the men looking for him. They had refused his help and had said that at twelve-years-old he was too young to be out in such a storm.

The old woman took the littlest girl in her arms. “The wind has a name. Our people call it ‘The Songs of Wisdom’.”

“Do the Meneks call it that?” A little boy asked, peeking out from under his blankets.

“No. The Meneks don’t know it by that name. They’re afraid of the wind just as they’re afraid of Stenhjaert, the dragon,” the woman answered.

“They’re fools,” Amleth sneered. “The Meneks are slaves to the dragon and will be all the days of their lives.” The boy turned his back to the fire to warm it and to glance anxiously at Grandmamma. “Why do we bother to help them?”

His father had left for the mountain three days before. Everyone in the village knew it was a dangerous journey. Whenever the moon was a smiling sliver in the night, the dragon rose from his lair on the dark side of the mountain. That’s when the bravest Kaempern men would set out to Deception Peak. There they would risk their lives to slay the dragon and save the Meneks from its tyranny.

As always, their plans failed. The dragon saw the men, and Amleth’s father offered himself as a decoy to save the lives of his friends. He was struck by the dragon’s powerful tail and thrust from the mountaintop. Though his friends had escaped to tell the story, his father was now lost in a snowstorm, and a search party had been sent to look for him. Yet, no one knew if he were dead or alive.

Amleth kicked at the fire, breaking the burning logs, and sending a stream of ash into the room.

The old woman shook her head. “Dear child, you are so much like your father. Settle down and let me tell the story. The children need to know the Kaempern legends.”

Though heat from the warm flames in the fireplace comforted Amleth’s shivering body, there was no solace for his aching heart.

The old woman cleared her throat and began. “The wind sings when it passes through the trees, the valleys, and through the tall fjords to the north. You never know what its voice will be like. Sometimes...”

She looked at the wide eyes of the children as they sat up on their sheepskins, listening to her, and to the gust outside. “Sometimes it is sweet and light, like snowflakes that tickle your nose on a quiet winter’s day.”

The children laughed, exchanging glances with each other. Amleth watched them somberly.

“And yet,” her wrinkled face scowled, her voice deepened. “Sometimes the voice of the wind is deep, like the iron bells that ring off the shores of Skerry.”

“To warn the fisherman of the sandbar?” a boy asked.

“To warn all the sailors.” She put her finger over her lips.

The oil lamp flickered and died, sheathing the room in darkness. Gasping, some of the children hid under their covers. Amleth walked to the pile of wood near the doorway and set a log on the coals. He blew on the embers, and soon the wood burst into flames. Again, the shadows danced across the walls.

“In the summer, the Songs of Wisdom cause the dandelion feathers to fly. I’ve seen you all frolic with them.”

The girls giggled.

“The summer is too short. It’s easy to forget its beauty when the dark and cold of winter drags on.” Her brow narrowed, and she glared into each of their eyes. “You must not forget the summer. Even though it becomes a howling cold wind, it is still the keeper of our world. It talks to us. It keeps its promise to cleanse our world of evil: of the wickedness that grows in the deep, dark...” She pounded her fist on the ground, “...dungeons below.”

One of the little girls whined and buried her head in her fleece.

“Whenever the Songs of Wisdom meet with darkness...,” With a raspy voice, the old woman threw her hands into the air, “...A squall rises and picks up the rubble. With a mighty gust, the songs blow the stench through the open window of the world.” As if throwing something out the window, she tossed her arms up, causing the girls to cry out. The boys clapped their hands.

“Is that what’s happening now?” a boy asked.

The old woman looked at the door of the yurt as it flapped violently. The red bear that was painted on the rawhide moved in a rolling motion, its two black eyes keeping rhythm with its round body. The image of an arrow hung over the animal, marking the sign of a hunter’s home.

“Yes,” she said.

“What about the dragon? The dragon is the evilest thing in the world,” Amleth contested. “Is there a storm big enough to blow the dragon away?”

He studied the old woman’s face. Amleth abhorred the dragon more than he pitied the Meneks, the dragon worshipers who lived by the sea. It was the Meneks who had banished him and his father from their village and forced them to forage in the wilderness. It would have been a fate worse than death had they not been trained hunters. Amleth and his father had finally joined with other outcasts, and together they formed the Kaempern settlement. Amleth never understood why the forest people risked their lives to free the Meneks from the dragon. Such a sacrifice became a way of life for the tribe.

“It would be a horrendous storm. Our people could not survive that big of a storm,” the village grandmother said.

“What if it happened?” Amleth pressed. He had to know. If the dragon were gone, no one else would die. There would be no more orphans. “What if a horrendous storm came and took the dragon out of the world? Could it get back in? Or would it be gone forever?”

The other children looked to Grandmamma for an answer.

“That’s a difficult question. No one knows the answer. However, deep in the mountain, under the dragon’s lair, lies a crystal sphere. No one knows exactly where. It is told that one day a man will come from far away, from through the window perhaps. He will find the sphere and then the dragon will be uprooted from its nest and cast from our world. The sphere will seal the window shut and evil will be gone forever. That day our people will know peace.”

“I know that legend.” Amleth’s voice sharpened for he had a hard time believing that story. “A curse haunts the caves where they say the sphere is hidden. No one can find it. Our fathers search the mountain, see visions, and come home wild and crazy, if at all. We wait for them, caged like wild animals, wondering if we’re orphans.” Amleth’s voice fell short, fading into the sound of the wind.

“You carry a heavy burden, Amleth. I am sorry,” she said.

Amleth faced the fire. He felt as though he would burst, yet he didn’t want the other children to see him weak. He was the brave one, the strong one.

“What’s on the other side of the windows of the world?” another boy asked.

The old lady laughed. “You children are filled with too many questions tonight.”

“They don’t want to go to sleep,” an older girl said with a smile.

The old lady nodded, a twinkle in her eye. “There is a Great River, A Great Man, on the other side of the world, who washes all the evil clean. This Man will not wash the dragon from our world. Instead, he will send it far away to the land of fire where it belongs.” Grandmother stood. “Now it’s time to sleep.”

The children nestled into their sheepskins as the woman covered each of them, gently resting her hand on their heads, and whispering in their ears.

“Lay, and rest, Amleth,” she spoke softly when the others were tucked in their beds.

He took out a sheepskin from a pile of blankets and laid it down apart from the other children. He’d rest, still, how could he sleep knowing his father was injured and suffering in the snowstorm?

The woman stroked his hair. “They will find your father.”

He wanted to believe her. He wanted to hold on to hope.

With the children tucked into their beds, the woman settled into her own fleece and whispered, “Maybe the winds will rest in the morning.” She closed her eyes.

Before dawn, a violent rapping at the door awoke Amleth. The woman sat up and looked around the room. The fire had died to ashes, and all the other children were sleeping. He looked at her anxiously.

She rose, picked up her shawl, and walked to the door, opening it slightly. Snow blew in through the crack and coated her skirt.

“They found him.”

Amleth jumped out of his bed and raced to the woman, looking out at the messenger.

“They’ve brought him to the House of Helbrede”

“The House of Helbrede? Then he’s alive?” Amleth’s heart raced with excitement.

“Barely,” the messenger said.

The old woman turned to him. “Go. Be with your father.”

Amleth grabbed his woolen fleece and left with the messenger.
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SEATED AT HIS DESK in his afternoon English class, Ian stopped drawing and grimaced at the classmate leaning over his shoulder. “It’s none of your business,” he whispered as he concealed his artwork with his hand.

“It’s none of your business,” the boy mocked.

Ian gave him a dagger-eye and then folded the textbook closed. “Get a life, Johnny Cramer.”

It had taken him twenty-five minutes to complete the sketches, and he had made a point of being as inconspicuous as possible. But with Cramer harassing him, his chances of being discovered grew. Once Johnny sat back at his desk, Ian finally finished the last perfect little sword, one of many which graced each corner of his textbook. He flipped the pages and watched the weapon rotate. Pleased with his animation, he bent the lower corner of the book back into shape. 

The buzzard sounded at that moment, and he hurried out of the room and down the hall, anxious to get home and work with his father on the game engine they were building. It would be done soon if everything worked out right. Then he could slip his other characters into the game and check it out! 

If only school didn’t get in the way of real life!

Abigail stood by her locker and eyed him as he brushed past.

“Is everything all right?”

“Yeah, Abbi, everything’s fine.”

“That’s good,” she said.

There was something flirtatious about the way Abbi smiled at him. It might have been those beautiful dark eyes he tried to avoid. Most of the girls at school were looking for boyfriends. Ian wasn't interested in girls, so he discouraged their advances. His dad had survived his mom’s death and never had a romantic relationship after. A good thing for that! Ian had his father all to himself. Hunting, fishing and working in the foundry with Dad left no time for girls, anyway.

“I’m busy this weekend,” she said. “I was thinking we could get together after school next week to work on our science project. I don’t mind coming over to your house.”

“I think that would work,” Ian answered, blushing because, though he tried not to, he realized that he’d been staring at her. Right now, he wasn’t thinking about the science project.

“Hey Zorro, how are your swords coming along?” Johnny Cramer pushed Ian, knocked him against the locker, and made a “Z” sign in the air. Ian caught his balance just as Johnny raced down the hall with two other boys.

“Go home, Cramer,” Abbi yelled as Johnny pushed open the door and left the school. She turned to Ian. “Are you okay?”

Ian pulled his hair behind his ears. “Of course, I’m okay,” he said.

“Maybe someday they’ll grow up.”

“I doubt it.”

“I have an idea for our science project,” Abbi tossed her backpack over her shoulder. “I was thinking we could do a crime investigation. I mean, it’d be really cool because you know so much about tracking in the woods and I’ve got an eye for detail, you know, fingerprints and all?”

“Yeah, whatever. That sounds fun. Look, Abbi, let’s talk about it later. I’ve got to go.” Johnny had stirred up fumes, and Ian didn’t want to take his irritability out on her. He slipped away and dodged toward the exit as Abbi called after him.

“Monday, then.”

“Yeah, sure. Monday.”

Once he reached the street corner that led to the old neighborhood, he breathed in the fragrance of evergreens. The houses were red brick, covered with ivy and other climbing vines. Wooden porches had sleepy cats nestled on their ledges, and wrought-iron gates kept neighborhood dogs from running in the streets. The yards were neatly trimmed, the hedges pruned, the sidewalks cleared of leaves and stones. Huge red cedar trees stood guard over the streets, shading the vintage cars parked along the curbs. Ian turned down the cul-de-sac and stepped up the stairs to his house. Leaves had fallen on the large wooden sign nailed to a post in the ground. Ian carefully swept them off with his hand.

Alex Wilson Foundry and Medieval Armory

When he smelled fresh cut grass and saw the hand mower leaning up against the house by the faucet, Ian knew his dad had been working in the yard. He unlocked the front door and stepped inside.

Alex Wilson sat at the desk, game controller in his hand, as blue lights from the computer monitor cast a glow on the elk trophy above.

“How’s the 3-D engine coming?”

“Some strange things have been happening with the program.” Alex clicked the buttons rapidly. The screen flashed as he raced through the menus and landed on an entry option. Ian picked up the programming manual from the floor and thumbed through it.

“You’re following the manual’s instructions, right?”

“Word for word. This is what I’m talking about, though. Listen.” Alex held his finger up, while a faint musical tone like wind blowing into long-necked cola bottles whispered on the air.

“No matter what portal I use, I keep hearing that sound, and these lights have been popping up all day.”

“Maybe there’s something wrong with the computer?”

Alex shook his head. “The computer’s fine.”

“Is this the same program we were working on last weekend?” Ian asked.

Alex nodded. “It is. This portal engine isn’t like any we’ve ever made before. All the other environments on the screen were indoors, so they presented a different paradigm. This environment is outside. Look.” Alex clicked the control, and a huge evergreen forest came into view.

“Nice trees,” Ian said, admiring his father’s photo editing.

“Thanks. I wish I could say I painted them. If you look closely there’s another layer beyond this forest. See it? The prairie, and beyond that, mountains.” He magnified the view. “It doesn’t show up when I separate the layers.” When Alex pulled up the editing menu and clicked on the links, no other layers showed in the program. “Do you see that stretch of grassland? And far in the distance there’s a body of water. Do you see it?”

After Ian leaned over to study the terrain that his father pointed out to him, he pulled back and their eyes met.

“Did you work with this program when I wasn’t around?” Alex asked.

“No.” Ian answered.

“Well, it’s a puzzle to me.”

“How could a complete vista appear without anyone designing it?” This had to be a trick or a puzzle that his father wanted him to solve. Ian stared at the computer screen, not knowing where to begin.

“And what’s even stranger is the algorithm we made. It’s supposed to keep the characters from walking through walls. It doesn’t.”

“What do you mean?”

“With what we've designed so far, the only thing that should happen with our characters is that they should go around the trees instead of through them. They aren’t designed to do anything else at this point.”

Alex opened a character file and dragged two green, four-eyed creatures into the forest.

“Those are cool, Dad,” Ian laughed. “What are they? They look like a cross between a boar and a dinosaur?”

“Oh, just something I made to give the game some conflict. But watch what they do.”

When he dropped the figures into the environment, the creatures moved around the trees.

“Well, it looks like it’s doing what it’s supposed to do,” Ian said.

“Watch this. This is going to blow you away.” When his father clicked the enter button, Ian’s jaw dropped. The creatures roared, changed directions, and wandered far beyond the trees, snarling. Then, as though they were alive, they jumped into the air and galloped through the grassland until they were tiny dots in the distance.

“What? No way! You’re playing tricks on me, Dad.”

“Now watch this.” Alex clicked the controller again. The screen flashed white, and the forest disappeared. A violent rumble vibrated under Ian’s feet, and traveled through the house, rattling the cupboard doors in the kitchen. Dishes fell and broke, and the monitor skipped across the desk.

“Whoa...Look out,” Alex yelled.

A loud blast shook the room.

A fierce gust of wind blew out from the monitor, propelling Ian's chair away from the desk. Alex grabbed him and together they sailed to the other side of the house and crashed against the wall. Alex shielded Ian from the debris that spun wildly in the air. They both cowered in the corner.

Ian thought the computer had exploded. He gripped his father’s arm while the two of them waited until the dust from the explosion settled. A blue glow shrouded the monitor, the desk, and half of the house.

The glare was so bright Ian could barely keep his eyes open. When the brilliance faded, a blue ring of light glimmered on the hardwood floor. The wind blew, lifting the bottoms of the drapes. Papers floated in the air.

“Dad, stop,” Ian cautioned his father when Alex stood and moved toward the ring of light.

His father turned.

“Look.” Ian pointed to the image on the monitor. On the forest floor, which now appeared on the computer screen, a similar blue ring shone. “What’s that?”

Alex laughed as he reached over the circle. His hand changed color to the same eerie blue and appeared on the monitor. He picked up one of Ian’s textbooks from the couch and set it in the middle of the ring, grabbed the controls from the desk, and clicked a button. Another strong gust of wind. When the dust settled this time, the book was in the circle in the forest on the screen.

“What the...,” Ian froze. He looked at his father and brushed away the hair that shielded his eyes. “It’s a trick, right, Dad? An optical illusion?”

“I don’t know that optical illusions ransack houses,” his dad answered.

Alex clicked the button again, and another flash brought the book back into the living room. He reached for it carefully, touching it with his fingertips. After a moment, he picked it up and examined it. “Not a dent, not a burn.”

The music chimed again, and Ian whirled around, looking for its source. “Where’s that music coming from?”

The house turned a gold hue, like how the earth glows when the sun sets. But the sun wasn’t setting. The melody whistled sweetly, and then a woman’s voice sang, sounding much like a chorus of bells.

There're much needs done in a land beyond

Sweet soldiers here, our time is come

Where life and love will light your way

Where beauty fills each precious day

What care has you besides your home

Your work, your time, your priceless son

There’s more that calls, there’s more to know

Sweet soldiers come, come home, come now.

“Adventure.” Alex whispered.

“Adventure?” The smile on his father’s face reminded Ian of the last time his father mentioned adventure when he had taken up skydiving. A sport Ian graciously bowed out of.

“Listen,” Alex replied.

“You’re needed here, your strength and care

Sweet soldiers hear our cry and fears

For where life is rich and vast

The danger reaches us at last

And of your call our hearts will wait

Until your presence moves our gate

And opens windows of the past

Then saves our people now, at last.”

When the music stopped only the whistling of the wind could be heard.

“You want to go in and explore, don’t you?” Ian asked standing and taking a breath, not dismissing the idea. 

His father dusted his jeans and tossed the controller into the air, catching it with a broad grin spread across his face.

“Let’s do it!” Ian caught his father’s smile. “It’s a portal, isn’t it?”

“I wouldn’t be surprised,” Alex agreed. “I’ll bring the controller.”

“I’ve seen stuff like this in the movies, Dad.” Ian could barely control his excitement. This might be the entrance to a different world, or time travel. How wonderful that his own father shared his enthusiasm!

“That blue circle of light is every indication of being a portal to another world. Who knows what we’ll find? And who knows how long this opportunity will last? Besides, that voice sounds a lot like your mom’s.”

“Mom? You think? That’s crazy.” 

A gust of wind snatched Ian’s school papers, a washcloth from the kitchen counter, and the curtains. Dust spiraled into the air.

Alex moved around the house, checking the lock on the door, closing the blinds, and taking an apple off the kitchen table. He grabbed his coat from the rack by the hallway and tossed Ian his black leather jacket, stepping confidently into the circle.

The blue lights pulsated anxiously on the floor. Ian stepped into the circle first and his father followed.

“This might be the moment we’ve been waiting for, Ian. A time for the two of us to explore the unknown together. What do you say?” Alex’s strong arm rested on his shoulder.

“I say I’m glad you’re my dad!” Ian took a deep breath, closed his eyes tightly, and grinned. Alex positioned the controller and gave it a firm click. In a flash, they disappeared.

​Dad’s Domain

Within seconds, the light show disappeared, and Ian opened one eye. What he had experienced was not at all what he had expected. No unusual sensations fizzled through his body. He hadn’t felt like he was plummeting in an elevator or blasting through space as in a rocket ship. He didn’t even feel like he was racing down an escape chute on an airplane. No jet sounds or hums, or buzzes, rattled in his ears.

The lights just stopped.

And there he was, in a different world. For any other teenage boy, it might have seemed a little disappointing, but Ian grinned, pumped his arm, and cheered. “Yes!”

What he stood on wasn’t the hardwood floor of his living room. Instead, the ground was made up of sticks, pine needles and soft dirt, just like in any normal forest.

In fact, the world he found himself in was pleasant; the air fresh, the smells aromatic. The sun shone brighter here than it ever had in Seattle and never had Ian seen such vivid color in the forest back home. The maple leaves were huge. Their points laced the landscape like calligraphy; painting a backdrop of oranges, reds and greens, the hues so bright they stung Ian’s eyes. Bark on the paper birch that dotted the forest was white as snow, and blue shadows hugged the trunks.

And animation! It was like Ian stepped into a game world that had been programmed for slow motion. Pinecones bounced as their branches danced in the breeze. Dragonflies whirled through the air. Sword ferns waved their fingers. The enormous evergreens made him feel like he was a dwarf out of a fantasy book.

“Close your mouth, son,” Alex laughed. “You might catch a fly. That is, if there are any flies here.” Alex added. “Just look at these woods. Have you ever seen such color before?” Alex’s excitement exploded. He strolled through the woods, pointing at the sky, touching the soft lime-green lichen that covered the trees, tasting the bright red thimbleberries that dotted the brush. “They’re sweeter than ours,” he said, as Ian gazed in wonder.

Savory smells of greenery mixed with the musky aroma of mushrooms. It was a good smell. Enticing, sweet, but not flowery like a girl’s perfume. It was the woodsy smell of mountain life. Ian breathed deeply.

Alex laughed and slapped Ian’s jacket. “Let’s check this place out. I wonder if we can find those fields we saw on the computer. From there we should be able to get a good view of the mountains, and that body of water.”

“All right. As long as we don’t come across your dinosaurs!” Ian joked.

Alex laughed. “Let’s hope not!”

Ian followed his father through the forest. He kept an ear to every sound that whispered in the leaves and secured visual landmarks that would help him recognize the trail on their return; a crooked branch, an exceptionally tall stump, anything that might help him remember their way home, even though he knew his father would also be doing the same.

They came to a bend lined with thick brush that rose over their heads. The passage led them through giant firs into a part of the wild forest with sword ferns and fallen trees. The rapping of a woodpecker hollowing a rotten trunk echoed through the thicket. The whisper of wind brushed the tree limbs high above his head, causing dots of sunlight to dance on the forest floor. 

In the distance he spotted signs of a golden prairie resting at the base of a mountain range. To their right, and at the end of their trail, tall reeds marked the murky shallows of a wetland. It was in this direction that he followed his father.

Their boots sank in thick black mud as they journeyed around the bay. Ian trudged through the mire.

“Where do you think this marsh leads?” he asked his father.

“If I remember correctly, it comes out near that meadow.”

They pushed back the reeds and cattails that towered well over their heads, slapping at the cedar gnats that now tickled his nose. 

Eventually, they came to drier ground. They were in a vast green meadow that extended far in the distance to the base of a towering mountain. Beyond the green fields to the west stretched another flatland, gold and which Ian presumed was drier, perhaps a prairie. Alex moved more quickly. Ian jogged behind him until they came to a small clearing just above the grasslands. The sun was warm on their backs. The quiet call of a lark welcomed them as did the gentle rumble of the ocean.

“It’s even more beautiful than on the computer screen,” Alex whispered.

The field sparkled in the late afternoon sun, and white flowers speckled the ground in its shadows. The soil was rich and black.

“Dad, look! Horses!”

Past the pasture where the hue of the meadow turned from green to gold, five horses grazed. Their beautiful coats shone in the sun, sparkling against the bright green of the field—fat, healthy horses, carefree and serene. A dapple gray lifted her head and stood motionless when Ian neared, sniffed him, blowing warm air on his shoulder.

A large black horse approached Alex. “This is a fine horse,” he said as he stroked its back. “My gosh, we’ve stumbled into a gold mine. I wonder why they’re so tame. It's as if they’ve known people. But who else could live here.”

Ian stroked the gray’s neck and patted the dust off her coat, pondering his father’s words as he eyed their surroundings. “I wonder,” he mumbled under his breath.

“Isn’t this something else, son?” Alex asked.

“Yeah, Dad. Awesome.” Ian answered. “Too good to be true, in fact.”

Ian pivoted in a circle, searching for movement in the tall grass. Could things be more perfect than this? Or is there a glitch to this world? He trusted his father instincts. If anything, Dad knew how to survive in the wilderness. His father had been raised on the reservation, he hunted with his grandfather, learned survival skills before he became a blacksmith, before he had his own forge and made swords for re-enactors. Ian took pride in his Native American heritage. That’s why he had no fear of this place. It was like the real world in the old days.

“I’ll bring some tack in here while you’re at school next week and see if these horses are green broke. We’ll come back on the weekend and ride if they are. What do you say? Maybe this summer we can head for those mountains. What do you think? You up for a ride and some camping? We haven’t done that in a long time.”

“I’d like that, Dad,” Ian said. Indeed, he’d been wanting some quality time with his father in an environment they were both comfortable in.

“I’ll do some exploring before we spend the night. Let’s just rest a few minutes before we head home.” He stretched. His broad shoulders flexed as he reached toward the turquoise sky. After he yawned, he sat down in the grass.

“Soak up the beauty of this place. The peace, the serenity, a country not polluted by human hands. You’d have to travel many a mile, climb the Andes or the Alps to find anything comparable to this. And to think, right out of our own house. It’s a miracle.” Alex laid on the ground, his hands under his head as he looked at the sky. “You know; it’s been a long time since I’ve felt this good. Ever since your mom died things have been dark—really dark. It’s time for a change, for good things to start happening to us. Maybe discovering this place is an opportunity for us, as crazy as it seems. The chances of happening on a portal to a parallel world are near impossible, and yet here we are!”

Ian sat next to his father and as he did, he pulled grass blades from the dirt and twisted them in knots, watching the meadow and the forest edge, conscious of every sound and movement around him.

The sun soon nodded into the west and no longer cast its warm rays on their backs, but instead peeked in between the tops of the trees. With the forest stretching long shadows across the fields, a gentle breeze picked up. The horses lifted their heads, energized by the wind. The dapple cantered a few feet, surveyed the meadow and then took off at a run. The others followed.

Ian sat erect. There it was! The same lyrical voice they had heard in their house before they left! 

“Dad!” he nudged his father’s shoulder. “That voice again. Someone’s here.”

Alex rolled to one side. They listened.

You come; you come to lands unknown

You venture farther than you think

You write your purpose on the stones

You can’t go back until you’ve grown

Your ways are marked; your steps are forged

Beware, be strong; be now alarmed

For duty beckons, honor calls

Your fate is written on the walls

This cup of valor you must drink,

This cup of valor you must drink.

The song faded into the whisper of a gentle breeze. The melody echoed in Ian’s mind, and the lyrics rang over and over in his ears. He tried to relax but he had so many questions. His father lay down again on his back, smiling at the sky as if the clouds were murmuring a secret.

“Dad, who do you suppose is singing?”

“I’m not sure, but it seems like a spirit is speaking to us.”

“You don’t think it’s a person?” Ian’s eyes raced over the terrain, but the only thing he saw was a pheasant nestled in the grass.

“No. I don’t think so.”

“A ghost or a someone lurking in the shadows?”

“The song was some sort of prophecy. It wasn’t a threat.”

Ian paused. There didn’t seem to be anyone near. The horses were grazing farther off; the pheasant pecked at the ground in search of seed. If something had been in the weeds, the fowl would certainly have startled. \

“What do you think it means, then?” Ian asked. “This cup of valor you must drink?’

“Valor means courage,” Alex whispered.

“I know what the word means. But why courage?” Ian asked. “Is saying we need courage the same as saying we’re in danger?”

“Might be.”

Ian stood. The sun now rested on the edge of the earth and twilight shadows would soon be surrounding them.

“Okay, we’ll go.” Alex stood and brushed off his pants. “But we’ll come back. At least I will. And by the end of the month we’ll know if there’s danger. If you consent in coming here and prepping with me, you’ll be ready to do some horseback riding. We’ll practice our swordplay, I’ll show you some knots, some more survival techniques. We’ll be prepared for any danger that might come our way. There are always risks in the wilderness. It’s best to know them.”

“That sounds like a fine idea.” Ian said. 

His father nodded, and they began to walk the way they had come. “As old as I am, I still need to learn new things. Getting over the loss of your mom isn’t easy. The only way I ‘ve been able to handle my grief is by trying something new, something I’ve never done before. So, I’m going to see what lies beyond those mountains?”

Ian shrugged. “It seems there’s lots to do here. Riding horseback is one I’m looking forward to.”

The trudge through the forest seemed quicker now that they were going home. The portal was a welcome sight, and when they stepped into the blue circle of light, Ian’s father clicked the controller and brought them to their living room as effortlessly as when they had left.

The house was a mess. The wind had strewn their belongings into every corner, and Ian’s homework papers were in such disorder that he panicked when he saw them. After gathering as much of his school work he could find, he went into his room. He needed time alone to think about what had happened.
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THE SECOND TIME THEY went through the portal was a Monday afternoon. Ian had his pack ready; his father had a sword sheathed in his belt, a weapon he had made in his forge last summer. Just before Alex clicked the controller, Ian heard a knock on the door. When he looked out the window, he sucked in his breath.

On the porch, a pile of textbooks in her arms. Balancing the books with one arm, she waved and grinned at them, but her face turned white with horror as the room filled with blue light.

“Dad! Wait! Don’t!”

Too late. The forest had already welcomed their entrance with a warm breeze and glistening leaves. They left the window, the house, and Abbi behind.

“Abbi saw us disappear.” Ian kicked at the dirt. “How am I going to explain this?”

“Abbi?”

“She was at the door. Didn’t you see her?”

“I wasn’t looking. Sorry. Do you want to go back?”

“I don’t want to face her ever again.”

Alex stepped out of the circle, adjusting his belt. Ian strolled alongside.

Giant leaves rustled over their heads as the sun danced in and out of the forest, giving glimpses of the blue sky. Once past the woods, the marshy dampness of the wetlands marked their approach to the bay.

“Maybe she didn’t see anything.”

Alex took off his shoes, tied the laces together, rolled his pants over his knees, and stepped into the marsh, freeing a small canoe from the reeds, and guiding it back to shore. 

“Where did you get that?” Ian asked. 

“Bought it from a neighbor. You should’ve seen me try to get it in here. Wasn’t easy. C’mon, get in.” Alex braced the canoe with his oar, and when Ian boarded, his father pushed the boat through the shallows until the water was deep enough for it to float. 

Ian hadn’t felt such peace in a long time. Toads and crickets sang a refrain for them. The bog smelled sweet and clean. The song of redwings chorused through the wetlands. A cane toad jumped from a piece of driftwood into the reeds, leaving a splash. Fish broke the surface of the water, leaving shimmering ringlets that reflected the blues of the afternoon sky.

“Looks like good fishing!”

“I bet,” Alex agreed and gave Ian his fatherly smile. “Should have brought some tackle.” Alex guided the vessel through the shallows to a sandy beach where they disembarked. Ian slung his shoes over his shoulder, dug his bare toes into the warm sand, and followed his father up the hill. They passed sand dunes speckled with grass, then wandered into the loamy soil of the meadow, and on to a clearing where a large stump—taller than him—protruded from the ground. Two crooked limbs shot out of its sides.

“It looks like a crooked old man!” Ian said with a laugh. On its face, two mossy green knotholes gave the appearance of eyes, and silky lichen hung from inside the cracks in thick, wiry strands, resembling a beard.

Alex lifted a leather pouch from his pocket and pulled out the controller, pushed one of its buttons, and a door on the stump creaked open, revealing a dark hollow chamber inside.

“No way!”

Alex stepped inside the opening and disappeared for a few seconds. When he returned, Ian’s mouth dropped in astonishment. “This is for you.”

His father presented him with a magnificent shield made from hammered brass.  Five remarkable rubies the size of silver dollars circled the inner section of the shield. The stones were so crimson and translucent that Ian’s eyes were drawn into their depths. Each ruby was set in a shiny copper bezel, which lost itself in a Celtic knot pattern. Ian wrapped his fingers around the smooth cedar handle and took a deep breath.

“Wow,” he whispered. “Where did you get this?”

“I made the shield. The gems were part of your grandfather’s collection. Do you remember his stones?”

“Yeah, I remember him showing me his jewels once. Incredible. Wow, Dad. I don’t know what to say. Thanks.”

With the shield secure on his back, Ian followed his dad into the musty shelter of the stump. Magically, a much bigger space than it appeared to be on the outside, shelves lined the interior filled with rations and tools. Hooks reached out from the walls for hanging coats and chain mail and other wardrobe items.

“I brought in my arsenal. Some of these were your grandpa’s and some are mine. I thought we’d keep everything in this cache. It’s hidden enough, locked secure with the controller.” He sighed and put his hands on his hips. “What do you think? What should we call this place? 

“I don’t know. It’s like ...well, it’s like a realm.” Ian laughed again, 

“That’s what we’ll call it,” his dad replied. “The Realm; our royal domain. This is our place: a place for the two of us to hang out and get to know each other better.”

“Love you, Dad. I like the idea of having a special place, you and I.” Ian admitted. When has he ever had such an intimate time with his father? What a promise to look forward to! “I’m going to like this a lot!”
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THE NEXT DAY, ABBI knocked on the door, and Ian led her into the house. They were to work on their term project together, but when she set her books on the end table by the sofa, she turned to him with her hands on her hips. Her glare was more than he could handle.

“What?” he asked

“No, let me ask you what. What is it you’re hiding, Ian? One minute I see you and your dad standing right there by the window and the next minute you’re both gone and the house is filled with lights as bright as a football field!

“It’s hard to explain.” He shuffled to the couch not wanting to look her in the eye.

“Where is your dad? Maybe he can explain if you don’t want to.”

Light from the computer monitor flashed on their faces, and Ian gasped, checking to make sure his dad wasn’t by some chance in there.

“I don’t... I don’t think he’s home right now. Maybe he went to the store.”

Abbi followed his gaze. “It's something about your computer, isn’t it?”

A wave of heat reddened Ian’s face.

“Tell me honestly, Ian or I’m going to tell our entire class about what I saw.”

“You wouldn’t?” That would be disastrous. He reached out to her, but she pulled away from him, a smug smile on her face.

“You owe it to me! I’ve been your best friend. I’m there to support you every time Johnny Cramer picks on you. When you’re having a bad day and don’t make it to school, I cover for you. We’re that close, Ian. You have to tell me! What happened yesterday?”

Ian glanced at the computer and sure enough there was his dad in Alcove Forest.. Abbi’s jaw dropped and a cold silence filled the room as they both watched Alex leaning against a tree, sharpening a sword. Ian tried to stand in front of the computer to hide the screen, but it was too late., but she pushed him aside.

“Is that your dad? No!” She turned white as a ghost.

“We don’t even know how it happens, Abbi; I swear. We were just making a game engine, and then the whole house started shaking and things got crazy.”

“You went in there too, didn’t you?”

Ian didn’t know what to tell her. It was pretty obvious, though. 

“Ian, I’m your best friend and I know your secret. You have to take me with you. At least once. And I won’t say another word about it to you or anyone. Ever.”

Ian had no time to answer. The house shook; a blue light shimmered around them. And a gust of wind blew all of Ian’s school papers into the air. Suddenly Alex appeared in a spiral of light with a wide-eyed expression, stunned. 

“Dad!”

“Ian! Abbi! Good god, what’s going on?”

Ian grabbed Abbi’s hand and pulled her into the circle of light. If he didn’t appease her now, She’d talk and Johnny Cramer would find out. He’d never live it down. 

“We have to take Abbi into the Realm. Please, Dad, don’t ask questions. Let’s just take her in and be done with it.”

Ian took the controller from Alex.

“Wait just a minute,” Alex fought to regain the device, but after glancing at Abbi he relented. The bright blue light spiraled around them. Ian clicked one button on the controller, and the three of them vanished.

***
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THE HIKE TO THE MEADOW was pleasant. Late afternoon sun warmed the day, and Abbi’s smile made it brighter. Ian walked next to her when the trail was wide enough, and though they didn’t speak often, the twinkle in her eyes made him tingle inside.

“They’re beautiful.” Abbi said when Alex returned to the cache with the horses. “So fat and shiny. What magnificent creatures.”

Alex gave Abbi the lead rope to the Percheron. “If you want, you can ride her.”

Alex fastened a leather scabbard around his waist with his sword tucked tightly in it and then shut the door to the cache. He mounted the buckskin and took the lead.

To avoid riding in the sun, they veered west, following a fork that left the prairie and entered the forest. As they moved from soft dirt to a bumpy path of rocks and roots, Abbi’s horse lost its footing, tripped, and sent Abbi bouncing off the saddle onto the ground.

Ian dismounted and ran to help.

“I’m okay,” she said.

As he came to her side, he heard a grunting sound, alternating with coughs, murmuring, and a clearing of the throat.

“Dad,” Ian whispered, worried that the one thing bad to happen in the Realm would happen with Abbi there. “Listen.”

Alex drew his sword as Ian cautiously stepped next to him; together their eyes scanned the brush and undergrowth of the woods. The sun shone high above them, and its light glistened through the trees onto the sword ferns. No breeze broke the stillness, only the hum of an occasional horsefly. They saw no one, and yet the grumbling continued.

“Oh no,” Abbi gasped, scooting backwards on the ground. Her surprise turned into a laugh. “Look.” She pointed to a figure in front of her.

A small, bearded man no more than a few inches high, wearing black knee breeches and red suspenders was frantically beating a dusty baseball cap across his pant leg. He stopped long enough to punch his fist into the cap.

“Dad, look. It’s the little guy I made on the computer last year.” Ian knelt next to him.

“So, it is,” Alex said.

“He’s talking.”

The little man looked up and struck a salute. “At your service, sir,” he said. He held his cap behind his back with his other hand.

“How darling,” Abbi said.

The man snickered.

“He’s the one!” Ian studied the character intently. The same black whiskers under his chin, and squinty blue eyes topped by bushy white eyebrows. His cheeks were rosy and red, and he sported a black mole next to his left eye, a detail Ian remembered quite vividly.

“You talk?” Ian laughed, surprised and in awe, seeing his animated character move about like a real person.

The little man glanced up at him with a grimace. “You do too,” he scoffed.

“I didn’t make you to talk.”

“Well, sir, I do. And if you would kindly keep your four-legged beasts from knocking me over and destroying my cap, I would say ‘thank you’.”

With a sigh, and with his cap as dusted as he was going to get it, the man regained his composure and stood at attention. “At your service, sir.” He placed his cap on his head and saluted.

“At ease,” Alex said, chuckling.

“If you would be so kind, Master Doorman, I have a favor to ask.” The man directed his question at Alex.

“Yes?”

“Would you, sir, just click your button at that mound of ferns and I’ll be off.”

“Off?” Alex raised his eyebrows.

“Home. I can’t get into my home unless you click your button, sir. I’ve seen you click your button for other things sir, like that armory you have inside the Silvio stump. I know you’re the doorman and if you don’t mind me being so bold, I would ask that you click a door for me, sir.”

Abbi, Ian and Alex exchanged glances, holding back their amusement so as not to offend the little man.

“Silvio stump?” Ian asked.

“You know the one. Large, crooked tree stump with a beard.”

“You call it the Silvio stump,” Abbi questioned.

“And that it is. An old wizard, may he rest in peace, lived there. Or still does, perhaps.”

He scowled at their smiles, and protest resounded in his voice. “I’ve been wandering around for a year. It’s not been easy, you know, not having a door to go into. The days get hot and the wind gets chilled, and goodness knows, it’s been tough enough hiding from that dragon, big feet and fire and all: run, run, and run. It seems that’s all I do these days. Look at my clothes.” He dusted his shirt. “All I need is a house door, you know. It’s about time you got here. Your button, sir, is the only thing that can make a door.”

“Dragon?” Abbi’s smile disappeared. In fact, Ian thought it morphed into panic.

“Well, yes. You must have seen him. Lives in those mountains. Frightful beast he is, but rather clumsy at that.”

“What more can you tell us?” Ian asked, his heart beating harder. He eyed his father, who seemed undisturbed.

“What more do you want to hear, sir? What more would you even want to know. He’s a killer. Stay away from him, sir: very dark, very, very dark. Not something you’d want to play with.” He turned to Alex, “Sir?”

“Oh, of course. Your door.” Alex tried touching several buttons on his controller to no avail.

“If you have a red one, sir, that would do it.”

Alex clicked the red button and to everyone’s surprise, (except for the little man’s) a mound of dirt rose from underneath a pile of ferns and opened, revealing a narrow tunnel just the size of the little man. He quickly dodged into the center and disappeared.

“Now that was weird,” Abbi said. She turned to Ian, brushing dirt off her jeans. “What do you know about a dragon?” 

“We know nothing about a dragon.” Alex assured her. “For a little guy that size, he could have meant a gecko. Are you alright?”

Abbi nodded. Ian doubted the little guy had meant a gecko, but he didn’t argue with his father.

“I think I’d like to go home now.” Abbi walked over to her horse. “I’m not too keen on the idea of meeting a dragon.” Her voice was unsteady. She had trouble getting her foot in the stirrup, so Ian gave her a boost.

“I understand,” Ian said to her, then whispered, “I’m a little nervous about a dragon, myself.”

Their eyes met and when she smiled, heat rose to his face. He smiled back.
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​Something in the Night


[image: ]


THE DAY CAME WHEN ALEX and Ian left for their adventure into the mountain country of the Realm. Dad had insisted on bringing only the bare necessities: bacon for their first meal, root stock for cooking, no wrapped or canned goods so there’d be no manmade waste. 

“There’s no sense polluting a pristine countryside if we don’t have to,” he told Ian. “We won’t be gone more than a few days.” Armed with their swords and Ian’s shield, they packed only what a pair of saddlebags could carry.

It was a shame Abbi didn’t want to come. After finishing their project together, Ian garnered a lot of respect for her. She’d become a trusted friend, and Ian didn’t have many of those. As much as she talked about loving horses, she never got over the thought that if she traveled in the Realm, she might encounter a dragon. She wished Ian well the night before he and Alex left, and even gave him a kiss goodbye, embarrassing him. He grinned when he thought about it later, though.

Ian had his own apprehensions about the trip, but he was also excited.

He and Alex spent the first night on the beach in the Realm. What could be better than breaking camp under the morning stars with the smell of bacon rising from a cast-iron skillet? Ian warmed himself at the campfire when he was finished eating. He rinsed their dishes with water from the bay while his dad saddled the horses.

“You ready, Ian?”

“As ready as I’ll ever be.”

But by midday, Ian tired of being on the back of a horse. The journey took them through the far-reaching prairie where he soon became bored, seeing nothing more than a hare and an occasional coyote. Sweat dripped down the side of his head, and the dust in his mouth packed into his teeth. It wasn’t until the sun cast the mountain’s shadows across the plains that a break from the day’s heat cooled him.

“How are you holding up?” Alex asked, turning around in the saddle.

“Holding up? Or holding together? I’m still here, if that’s what you mean,” Ian assured his father. “We worked too hard getting here to complain.” 

Ian looked over his shoulder at the distance they had covered, the long stretch of prairie that followed the shoreline, the grassland and meadow that were only a touch of green fading into the hazy woodlands. He wondered how fast his horse could gallop back to the portal should a monster appear. “What about the dragon?” Ian asked.

“Dragon?” Alex slowed his horse down so that Ian rode alongside. “I’m not so sure there is a dragon?”

The country looked quiet enough, much like the wilderness Ian and his dad went for hunting trips in the real world. The difference was that everything was more colorful here, the air smelled better, and the sky was clearer. Though right now the dirt flew in tiny particles from under their horses’ hooves, and settled on their hair, their skin, and their clothes.

“I have my doubts about that little guy we talked to in the woods.” Alex leaned back in his saddle. “He probably has a whole different concept of what a dragon is. The man couldn’t be more than two feet tall. A dragon to him could mean anything.”

A brief silence followed. Ian shifted his weight, partly because he was uncomfortable in the saddle and partly because his discomfort caused him anxiety about their surroundings. 

“I wonder how many more computer characters like him are around.” Ian surveyed the desolate terrain, looking for movement amongst the stumps and low-lying brush that separated the prairie's edge from the foothills. 

“I wonder if everything we meet will be smaller than we are, like that little man. I hope so.”

They veered east, searching for a trail up the mountain. When they came to the foreland, Ian pulled his horse under a huge cliff that reached over the beach like a giant umbrella. The air was damp and cool in there—a welcome relief from the day’s blazing heat. He and his father rested in the shade for a moment. Ahead of them were massive cracks in the cliffs housing rows of tumbled boulders, which formed a dry creek bed.

“We’ll walk our horses through this rough country.” Alex dismounted.

Ian felt like a toothpick when he got off his horse. His legs crumbled underneath him, and suddenly the world was twice the size it had been. It was then that he realized his feet hurt. The pointed boots he wore had curled his toes and pinched them together, causing blisters that were now rubbed raw. He wiggled his feet under the heavy leather; his socks were damp from sweat.

Alex stopped to share a drink with Ian from his canteen. “That’s our path.” He pointed to the deer trail that ascended the bluff and led into the foothills where dry grass and stunted pines lined a rocky passage. “We’ll ride that way for a while and make camp. There’s grass up there. The horses will need to eat soon and hopefully, judging by those deciduous trees farther up, there’ll be water.”

Capping the canteen, Ian handed it back to his father. An irritating hum buzzed around their heads.

“Darn flies even in Shangri La.” Dad swatted several of them away from his face.

“What stinks?” Ian asked as he got a whiff of putrid air. “It smells like rot.”

Dad handed Ian the reins to his horse and scouted the area.

“Something dead, most likely. It seems to be coming from up the wash. Wait here while I go investigate. The horses will shy from a carcass.” 

Ian watched his father trudge through the coarse sand a few hundred feet up the wash, stepping over boulders and fallen logs. He stopped, his hands on his hips, with an unpleasant look on his face.

“What is it?” Ian called to him.

Alex shook his head and walked briskly back him and mounted the buckskin. “Let’s keep moving.”

“What did you see?” Ian asked, but his father’s urgency shot dread through Ian like a bullet. There was no time to talk. He jumped on his mount and followed his father, up the rocky trail.

The sun was now low in the sky as they looked for a place to camp. Ian’s stomach growled from want of food, although the smell of the dead carcass had ruined his appetite.

It wasn’t until they came across a waterfall that the air smelled sweet again. They followed switchback deer trails uphill above the falls to a creek that rippled through a lush grove of paper birch trees. The ground was moist from the mulch of fallen leaves and bright green from the moss.

The glen was so lovely that once they made camp, Ian pulled the journal out of his saddlebags and sketched images of the landscape. Dad hobbled the horses and let them graze along the creek bank. Ian reclined, exhausted, by the campfire. After resting for a while, he pulled some carrots and potatoes from his saddlebags—the vegetables they had packed that morning before they came into the Realm. He diced them into a pot filled with fresh water from the creek and set the kettle on the coals. His dad sat across from him, drinking a cup of coffee. The firelight sparkled under the branches of the birch, as the blues of the night sky settled around them.

Ian’s shield leaned against a tree near his dad, reflecting the light from the fire. He rested his eyes on it for a long time. Finally, he broke the silence. “Dad?”

Alex stirred the coals.

“What did you find in the wash?”

Alex breathed deeply. A few moments passed before he answered. “They looked like elk, what I could make of them.”

The fire crackled as steam bubbled over the edge of the pot, cooling the coals. Ian jumped up to stir the stew until the froth settled into a simmer. He glanced at his father. “Elk? Was there more than one?”

“There was, son. There were six of them,” Alex said as shadows of the flame danced across his face. He looked at Ian briefly with an anxious expression.

“That’s a lot of elk to have all died at once.” Ian said. “What do you think happened? A pack of wolves maybe?”

Alex didn’t answer right away. He shifted positions on his saddle blanket and tossed a twig into the flames. “You’ve been taking this ride well, like a man,” he said.

Ian frowned when his father looked at him.

“Taking hardship in stride, I mean.” Alex sat up. “I appreciate that.”

“Dad, what is it? What brought the elk down?”

Alex sighed
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