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“DAYDREAMING AGAIN, Cassie?” Her mother’s voice sounded no kinder than an alarm clock.

Cassie slowly closed the curtains, sealing out the lights that glistened against the twilight, and danced on the surface of the water. She turned from the picture window and peered at her mother, Abbi Wilson, who leaned over the kitchen table leisurely flipping pages to a magazine.

A faint beep sounded from the pocket of Cassie’s hoodie. She glanced at her mom, who ignored her, and her father hadn’t moved from the couch. She peeked at the screen. Odd, she thought as she studied the unfamiliar bearded face. He looked like a child in a Halloween costume. 

“Who’s that?” her father mumbled. With his back to her, his agile hands moved rapidly as he labored at his sketch pad, inventing creatures of a fantasy world for the next video game he was commissioned to design. 

“No one.”

She tucked the phone back in her pocket and soon forgot about the image as she watched her father. How she wished she had been born with more of his creative genes. Every character he ever drew seemed to come to life. 

“Are you done with your homework?” her mother asked. “It’s near nine o’clock. If you’re spending the weekend at Monica’s, you need to get your homework done before Friday.”

Cassie took one last look outside and finished pulling the curtains closed.

“Cassie, your mom asked you a question,” her dad murmured from the couch.

“Yeah, I’ll get it done soon.”

She moved closer to him and leaned over his shoulder. “Hey! Is that Xylon?”

“Not quite.” He didn’t look up, but kept sketching, his hand quick and sure of every line, every detail. Cassie watched mesmerized as the features of a little man took shape; first his eyes with his lids half open, his round nose and mustache, and then his mouth bent in a crooked smile.

“True. He’s different from that Xylon guy you made,” she said.

Her father chuckled. “You remember what Xylon looked like?”

“You kept a print of your original drawing of him in one of our photo albums.”

Xylon was the star of her father’s personal fairy tale. Before she was born, he claimed he had traveled with Grandpa Alex, whom she never met, through a portal into a magical realm. The two experienced a most remarkable journey, which lasted off and on for almost six years. A world where little computer characters like Xylon came to life. A world made up of everything a young girl dreamed of—horses, green meadows, mountains, and mysterious caves. Her dad met pirates, sailed on tall ships, and fought dangerous battles. But the most exciting encounter of all was Stenhjaert, the dragon. Throughout her childhood, Cassie begged to hear every detail of her father’s adventures, and she soaked up the saga as though it were her very own. Even Mom said the stories were true.

Dad was usually eager to tell his account of all that had happened. Whenever the family took a vacation, they would gather around a campfire under the stars, or on lazy summer days around the barbecue, or on the couch in front of the fireplace just before bedtime. He told her everything.

Everything except the ending. Whenever the story concluded, his voice trailed off, and melancholy crossed his face. Whenever she asked why he never went back, or why grandpa stayed, her father always fell silent, or he would change the subject, or send her to bed.

Cassie swore that someday she would enter through the portal and discover the answer to those questions herself. Maybe she would even find grandpa.

“Take me there sometime.”

Cassie’s mother laid her magazine on her lap and looked her daughter in the eye. 

“No. Your destiny is to finish school. Now answer me. Do you have homework?”

A ring tone came from her pocket and Cassie pulled her phone out. Daemon. She smiled sweetly at her mom and held the phone to her ear.

Daemon’s voice exploded. “Cassie have you even thought about our thesis yet? It’s getting down to the wire and nothing’s been done. When are we going to start? It’s due next week, you know?”

Cassie turned the speaker down and walked to the hallway, keeping her voice as low as she could.

“Tomorrow after school. I have a really cool idea,” she whispered.

“I hope so because Monica and I can’t agree on anything.”

“Trust me, she’ll love this. Talk in the morning.” Cassie hung up and turned around to a piercing look from both her parents.

Her father spoke first, his calm concealing the disappointment Cassie knew was there. 

“You have a project due?”

“It’s just a term project. Nothing to get bent out of shape over.”

“Bent Out of Shape?” He waved his hands as if trying to avoid saying more, but her mother interrupted in the tone she’d been expecting.

“A term project? At the end of the semester, you finally decide to do your term project?” Mom asked. “Term projects are projects you’re supposed to be working on for the entire semester. You can’t expect a decent grade if you haven’t even started yet.”

“It’s not like that, Mom. Don’t worry. It’s covered. I’ve done all the prep work already. We just need to write it up. I’ll take pictures. We’ll have photos, flags, and costumes. It will be the best project anyone has ever done. I promise.”

“Costumes? Where are you getting costumes from?” her father asked.

“I don’t know, somewhere. Don’t worry! I have it all under control.”

Their stares followed her as she walked calmly to her room and shut the door. When she switched the light on, her phone beeped again.

“What now?” she mumbled to herself. She was surprised to see nothing but a blank screen. She tapped the phone with her hand. “What?”

Was her phone dying? A white light flashed on and off, and then a strange, bearded face appeared, scowling at her. The more she studied the image, the more real it looked.

“Who are you?” If she didn’t know better, she’d swear it was Rumpelstiltskin. He was dressed in a robe and had long, straight hair that glowed like a silver moon. His crooked fingers held what looked like the top of a walking stick.

Cassie tapped her phone again and the face disappeared. 

“I must be really exhausted,” she sighed, plugging her phone into its charger.
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DAEMON HELD UP A RED cardboard cone and smirked at Cassie.

“Are you serious? You want me to wear this? I mean the Khaki’s I can understand but this... this thing on my head? Who made this thing?”

“I did, and it’ll look like a uniform in the photo.” Cassie positioned him next to a stump and placed the make-believe fez securely on his head. She pushed his wavy, overgrown hair behind his ears and took off his dark-rimmed glasses. He blinked and then squinted.

“I can’t see.”

“No worries. You aren’t going anywhere.”

Daemon was Cassie’s age, but she always thought of him as a younger brother. Too skinny for sports, he was a computer geek. Getting him out in the sunshine was a feat. Putting a Turkish uniform on him proved to be near impossible.

“I don’t know Cassie,” Monica complained, tossing her hair over her shoulders and stepping next to Daemon. Her sneakers caught the hem of her long skirt and she stumbled. 

“This outfit is disgusting. Suffrage? Seriously? I’m suffering in this dress all right! I don’t see why we couldn’t have done our term project on something cool instead of dressing up like dorks. Everyone’s going to laugh at us. Besides, cool things happened in 1908, you know. Like Ford and the Model T, or Orville Wright and the airplane! Why did you have to choose a war?”

Cassie sighed. “Get closer to Daemon, Monica. He won’t bite. Why should we do the same report everyone else is doing? And our project isn’t just on war. The project is about revolution, which is entirely different. Each of us will report on one of the major revolutions of that time. Be thinking of which one you want to cover.”

“Why the fez?” Daemon snickered.

“The Turkish revolution is the easiest to make accessories for.” Cassie returned the sour look as she rummaged through her backpack.

“Begging your pardon, Miss Liberty, but this is not a Turkish accessory. It’s a paper plate?”

“Does it matter? Who else will dramatize their projects like this? No one, that’s who. Just wait and see. We’re going to ace this.”

She pulled a toy rifle from her pack and placed it in Daemon’s hand. 

“Here, Monica.” Cassie handed her friend a flag painted with the word ‘women’s right to vote’. Monica rolled her eyes.

“Hold still now. Look serious.” Cassie stepped back and held up her camera. “Move in closer, Mon.”

“Are we supposed to smile or what?” Monica asked, scowling.

“No. Look like revolutionaries who believe in what you’re fighting for.”

“I don’t,” Daemon dropped the gun and crossed his arms over his chest.

Cassie lowered her camera.

“You don’t? You don’t believe in freedom? You don’t think these are causes that people were passionate about? C’mon Daemon this is real. These people changed the world. Think Les Mes!” She picked up the toy and handed it to him again. He reluctantly accepted.

“Les Mes was overrated. No one was singing during the French Revolution. They were dying. People killed each other in these wars, Cassie. I’m not into that. The world can be changed without killing.”

“Maybe so, but it wasn’t. Besides, what could be better to report on than movements that bettered our lives?”

“You want my opinion? I think we should do our report on Ed Ruelbach’s shutout against the Dodgers.”

“That’d be even more hilarious! We could all wear baseball jerseys and beat each other over the head with bats!” Monica sneered.

“Which would be a lot more interesting than standing in the woods letting Cassie take pictures of us in our pajamas with red paper cones on our heads!” Daemon returned.

“Ah! Perfect!” Cassie exclaimed. That’s the look I wanted. There! Baseball did nothing to better the world.” Cassie argued. She held her cell phone up again and snapped several more shots.

“That’s your opinion.” Daemon said.

“Besides, sacrifices had to be made for freedom.” She clicked to the gallery on her phone, curious to see how the shots came out.

“Easy for you to say. You wouldn’t have had to fight in the trenches. Are we done yet?”

When she enlarged the photos on her screen, her mouth fell open. Shocked by the images, her mind started spinning. There had to be an explanation.

Monica sighed. “C’mon Cassie, this dress is wool and it’s 70 degrees.”

“What’s going on?” Daemon asked.

Cassie looked up at them and then at her camera again. Behind the still of Daemon and Monica were three soldiers. One kneeled in a firing position, the other two lying prone to what appeared to be a trench, their rifles smoldering. Smoke surrounded them and concealed much of their environment. Cassie saw water behind them, as though the men were along the coast shooting out toward the sea.

“What’s the matter?” Daemon dropped his gun, pulled his glasses out of her pocket, and pushed the spectacles onto his nose. He inspected her phone. 

“Holy Toledo!” Daemon whistled. “Something’s wrong with your camera.”

Cassie didn’t answer, though her heart throbbed against her chest. This was just like the stories her father had told her about when he entered the portal, except it was happening on her cell phone instead of a computer. 

“The Realm. My dad’s Realm.”

Monica looked over Cassie’s shoulder. After viewing the image, she finally spoke. “You’re kidding, right?”

Daemon tried taking the phone, but Cassie pulled away.

“Monica, take a photo of me,” Cassie said.

“No.” Daemon snapped.

“It’s here, Daemon. The portal is right there by that tree! Dad’s world! Last night, I saw a couple of strange images on my phone. A bearded kid and a hairy old man. I thought I was just tired, but now I know what’s happening.”

“Cassie what are you talking about? What’s happening?” When Cassie offered her the phone, Monica jumped back with her hands in the air.

“She’s talking about the Realm. She thinks this is a portal now because there’s a glitch in that crazy camera of hers. Probably some website sent you those images,” Daemon said.

“No, Daemon, I would know if it was spam. And it’s not a glitch. Look. Those are real people. Another click of the camera, and I bet I go in. In fact, I’m sure of it.”

“Go in where?” Monica asked.

“The Realm. The portal.”

“You mean the place your father used to tell stories about?” Monica asked.

“They aren’t stories,” Daemon mumbled, reaching for the phone again. This time, he took hold of it, but Cassie wrestled it away.

“What? You believe her?”

“Rarely do I believe Cassie.” Daemon assured her. “But I believe her dad. I’ve talked to Mr. Wilson about his adventures. There’s a world that runs parallel to ours and Mr. Wilson says portals exist that can take you there.” Daemon faced Cassie. “He also says it’s a dangerous world. He wouldn’t approve of you going through it. I’m sure of it.”

“Dangerous?” Monica shot a look first at Cassie, and then Daemon.

“The dragon’s gone, Daemon. Dad knows that. He’s the one that got it out.”

“Dragon?” Monica turned white.

“There are other dangers, too. A mountain where people disappear! Pirates! It’s an unpredictable world.” Daemon argued.

“Unpredictable and filled with intrigue and adventure.” Cassie laughed, excitement filling every vein in her body. “This is the entrance! I finally found it!”

“Are you guys joking?” Monica’s eyes bulged.

“No!” Daemon and Cassie both answered in unison.

“You aren’t going to disappear. Not an option. No,” Daemon reached for her phone, again.

Cassie stumbled away from him and tripped into the ferns. “You can’t stop me, Daemon. I’m going in with or without you two.”

“That’s insane, Cassie,” Monica said.

“I’ll have my cell phone. You can text me.” Cassie scrambled to the spot where Daemon and Monica had posed and held the phone in front of her.

“No!” Daemon lunged for her.

Cassie clicked the shutter. Monica screamed. A great blue flash lit up the woods and when Cassie blinked, her friends were gone... or rather she was.

***
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NO SOONER HAD SHE TAKEN the first breath of fresh air in the new world than her ring tone sounded.

“Come back here,” Daemon’s voice cracked amid a layer of static.

“Later,” she laughed, “Good grief let me look around first.” She turned the ringer off and put the phone in her pocket, mesmerized by the alternative universe she had entered.

What a pleasant fragrance of damp earth and clean air! The sky was bluer than she’d ever seen! The field she stood in overlooked a marshy meadow blanketed with bull rushes, cattails, and field grass. Cassie squinted from the brilliance of green under the bright noonday sun. To the right of her stretched a dark wooded forest that bordered the meadow.

In the distance, the landscape touched a turquoise sea. Overlooking the water on a golden cliff was a colossal white castle and courtyard that glistened like jewels. To the left of the castle wound a road into the hills, ending at a cluster of adobe-colored houses with red rooftops that dotted the hillside.

“Wow!” Cassie said, and pulled out her phone. “Hey guys, there’s a castle by the water not too far away. A real castle.”

“Come back,” Daemon shouted. She could hear Monica’s protests in the background.

“Gosh you guys, where is your sense of adventure? You should see if your phones will get you here.”

“Not a chance,” Daemon said.

“Well, I’m not leaving until I do some exploring!”

Cassie shoved the phone back in her pocket and started walking toward the sea, but the ground was softer than what she expected. Her boots sank into damp soil and after taking only a few steps she dropped so low that the grass towered above her head, blotting out her view. “Oh. Oh!”

As Cassie tried to climb back up onto solid ground, each step took her deeper into a muddy tunnel instead, until roots and tubers formed an arch over her head, and the bright of the sun became a speckle of dancing light peeking through blades of grass over her head. Soon, her feet were stuck, and the only direction she could move was deeper into the belly of the earth. She had no control over where she was going. Some odd force of gravity sucked her downward.
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JIMMY SHIFTED IN HIS saddle as he rode up to his uncle. Every night they sat still as stone on their horses guarding the camp. From what? Jimmy had no idea. 

“You see that, Jimmy?” Whitefox asked after acknowledging Jimmy’s presence.

“What?”

“Those men crossing Point de Tratado Bridge.”

“So?”

“It’s a sign that they may have been raiding the king’s militia again.” 

“Why do you think that? They could have been in the city trading their wares,”

Whitefox shook his head, but Jimmy released a sigh of frustration and fidgeted in his saddle. “I don’t know why you watch them so closely. Sure, they slipped up once, but it doesn’t mean they’re going to keep on stealing.”

“More than once. Did you forget what I had to go through to save their necks last time?” Whitefox asked.

Jimmy and his uncle had come to the Isle of Refuge as strangers from the ice country with others of their clan, but when the ship sailed back, Whitefox stayed and made a new life for himself and his nephew. They had been accepted by the Gitanos, but never assimilated into the outlaws’ light-fingered traditions. Because of his moral standards, Whitefox became a watchdog over them instead, gently persuading them in their crafts to make an honest living.  

“They can take care of themselves,” Jimmy concluded.

“Jimmy, we keep our word.” Whitefox spoke softly, referring to the latest smooth-talking with the current ruler of Alisubbo, King Chavez. He even drew up a treaty between the residents of the Isle of Refuge and Alisubbo. 

“They’ve been behaving themselves,” Jimmy argued.

“Have they?”

“Well, yes!”

“They’ve put on a good front. But ever since we agreed to the king’s terms, they’ve been resentful.”

“Can you blame them?” Jimmy snickered. “Basket weaving and trading in textiles isn’t all that adventurous.”

Whitefox turned to face him. “You just made my point. Now that you agree, it’s your turn to keep watch tonight.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to sleep.”

***
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JIMMY DID NOT WATCH the Gitanos with the same critical eye as his uncle. He enjoyed their company and found minor fault in their gallivanting. In fact, occasionally he would join their celebrations.

This night found Jimmy caring little that the nomad’s whiskey burned his throat, only that the raw tasting liquid eased his mind and calmed his nerves. The girl he’d had his eye on, Elena, was paying closer attention to him than ever before.

He watched her put another log on the fire before she sat next to him. She smelled like the woods, the campfire, and the fragrant herbal oil she rubbed in her hands. Her hair was dark, long and curly, and tickled his cheek as she leaned her head on his shoulder. He wrapped his free arm around her and chugged another drink.

Men congregated around another campfire, their voices loud in song and laughter. Geno, a short, stocky fellow whom Whitefox had instructed Jimmy to keep an especially careful eye on, held up his flask and waved to him.

Elena stood and took Jimmy’s hand. “Come on, Jimmy, they want us to join in the fortunetelling.” She pulled him up and led him to Geno.

A bare patch of dirt in front of the group was scratched with a circle divided into uneven sections. Images were drawn in each of the sections: symbols of owls, eagles, a pyramid, an eye, a wolf, and a heart. All curious shapes to Jimmy, and though familiar with the ritual though, did not know what the symbols meant.

“Tonight, you will get your fortune told, Jimmy Boy!” Geno said as Jimmy settled closer to Elena on the blanket. Geno’s female friend Ibbie gave Jimmy a flirtatious smile. When Geno tossed a stone into the circle, everyone cheered.

“Good work Geno! I see light in your future!” a tall, dark-skinned man named Cruz said as he patted Geno on the back and sat down. He lifted a pitcher as an offer to Geno.

“Light? “Geno asked.

“You know. Sunshine.”

“Light from the barrel of a gun, maybe?” Geno took the pitcher from Cruz and poured himself another drink. When his cup was full, he offered to fill Jimmy’s mug.

Jimmy hesitated. Elena took his flask and held it out for Geno to fill.

“Or maybe the light of a woman.” Ibbie plucked at Geno’s whiskers, and everyone laughed. 

It mattered little to Jimmy what the Gitanos did when they were away from camp. They were alive, happy, colorful. Even in the light of the flaming campfire, the woven patterns on their clothes, their beads, and anklets on their bare feet told the story of adventure, risk taking, and bounty. The fire lit their faces like devilish spirits against the backdrop of a starry sky.

“You try, Jimmy Boy!” Geno handed Jimmy a handful of stones.

“Me? I don’t know how,” Jimmy said, already woozy from the alcohol.

“I will help you,” Elena assured him and took his hand. Her gentle touch sent a thrill through every part of his body. 

“Go on. Toss. We’ll see what tomorrow brings.” Geno said.

Maybe if Elena wasn’t leaning on him, he’d have tossed better, but his pebble rolled out of the circle. Laughter came from everyone, and Jimmy, being a good sport, laughed with them.

“You missed! You aren’t even in the ring!” Elena scolded teasingly.

“Next time,” he said.

“Next time may be too late. This is your fortune. Your life. Don’t make fun of it. This is serious. Let me show you how.” She picked up the stone. “Concentrate, or Geno and his friends will laugh you out of camp.”

Elena blew into her hand, shook the stone, and then tossed it into the circle. The stone bounced into the owl section and rolled into a heart. Elena clapped her hands and gave him a kiss on the cheek. 

“There! You see? That is my fortune.”

“What does that mean? Love?” Jimmy asked.

“Maybe. We’ll see. Now you go ahead. You toss love too and we’ll know we are meant for each other.”

Jimmy followed her example and shook the stone, blowing into his hands for added luck. He tossed. The stone landed on a wolf. Everyone moaned.

“What? What does that mean?” Jimmy asked.

Elena stood and brushed off her skirt. “It’s all right. It’s just a stone in the sand. Means nothing.”

Jimmy, stunned and disappointed, watched her walk away. When Geno slapped him on the back, he turned to him. “What does it mean?” Jimmy asked again.

“That wolf, you see his face. It’s a mask. Maybe it means you’re pretending to be something you’re not.” Geno poked a stick at the fire and stirred the coals.

“What do you mean? Pretending to be what?”

“Your uncle’s servant. Maybe you aren’t supposed to take orders from him. He bosses you like a soldier.”

“That’s crazy.”

“No. It isn’t crazy. He wants you to police us like we’re criminals. We were on the island before your people came. You should be our prisoners. “

“He’s just looking out for you folks, Geno.”

“What? Do we look like children? We don’t need to be watched over.” When Geno nudged Cruz, the man nodded and looked deep into Jimmy’s eyes. His were dark, and the whites glimmered with fire light. He winked at Geno, stood, and sashayed into the woods.

Jimmy shook his head and tossed the rest of the whiskey in his cup at the fire. A minor explosion hissed into the air. “Look at all the trouble you got into last time you went to Alisubbo. You’re lucky you all didn’t get killed. Who knows what would happen if it weren’t for my uncle keeping peace with the king? “

“That was a chase, is all. Did we get caught? No! We’re too cunning to get caught. Your uncle doesn’t save us. All he does is talk a lot.”

“Don’t talk bad about my uncle, Geno! He keeps the cavalry from riding out here and taking you all to jail.”

Geno stared at a lone figure disappearing into the trees.

“You should listen to my uncle because he knows what’s best for you. He knows what’s best for all of us!” Jimmy said.

Elena appeared again with another jug and a sweeter smile than before. Thinking he’d impress her this time, Jimmy threw the stone more carefully. She pursed her lips when he looked up at her, though he did not know where the rock landed. She walked to the circle, knelt, and brushed the sand.

“There! Look! It’s true! Your stone is in the heart! You will find love tonight!”

Tickled, Jimmy let out a cry of excitement. “I can handle that. Come sit by me Elena!”

“Ah, Jimmy, maybe you and Elena can’t get together tonight! Maybe tonight you must report to your uncle?” Geno interrupted.

Sure enough, Whitefox appeared out of the brush. His expression was not a pleasant one.

“Crap!” Jimmy said with a hiss. Before he could think of an excuse, Whitefox had him by the collar and pulled him to his feet.

“What in the king’s name are you doing? Not what I asked you to, that’s for certain.”

“Hey! Slack on the reins, there Whitey. He was just having fun with us.” Geno complained.

“Get back to the yurt, Jimmy.” Whitefox slapped the dust from Jimmy’s shirt, causing him to lose his balance. Jimmy reached for his flask, but Elena grabbed it first. She gave his uncle a deathly glare and walked away.

“See what you just did? You got her upset,” Jimmy slurred.

“She’s not the only one upset,” Whitefox grimaced.

“Why? We were just having a drink. They were reading my fortune.”

“You were supposed to be checking on the horses, not stirring up trouble.” Whitefox glanced into the woods and then at Geno. “Geno, I’ve told you before not to get my nephew drunk.”

Geno laughed and wiped his mouth. “He got himself drunk. He’s a man, not a boy. He knows what he’s doing.”

“Come on, let’s get you back to where you belong.” 

When Whitefox let go of him, Jimmy staggered, His head spun and suddenly his stomach rolled. He grabbed his uncle’s arm and hung on to him.

“Look at you.” Whitefox turned to Geno. “No more of this, do you hear? Where is Elias?”

“In the woods. He’ll be back,” Geno replied curtly.

“You’d better be right,” Whitefox said. 

At that moment, Jimmy doubled over. His stomach turned inside out. If it hadn’t been for Whitefox’s brawny arms, he would have landed face down in the dirt, perhaps in the fire. He didn’t remember much after that, just that his uncle guided him away from the camp.

***
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“GET UP JIMMY, WE NEED to ride!”

Jimmy rolled over on his sheepskin. The hide over the window had been tied open and moonlight shone in his eyes.

“Jimmy!”

His uncle banged on the door, and then he heard horses. He sat up a bit too exuberantly, for as soon as he did, his head pounded. White fox let himself in.

“Get up. We’re riding to Alisubbo. Elias has been taken prisoner.”

Jimmy groaned. The headache raced through his body and settled in his stomach.

“Jimmy! Did you hear me?”

“Yes.”

“I already saddled your horse. Don’t give me any excuses about your head hurting, either. You ought to know better than to drink Gitanos’ brew. Who knows what’s in it?” Whitefox pulled him to his feet.

Jimmy stumbled to the door and snatched his hat and his coat from the peg. He had slept in his clothes, with his boots on. 

“He’s a prisoner?”

“And from what Geno said, they’re giving him a trial at daybreak. Let’s go.”

***
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THEY RODE HARD TO PONTE de Tratado, and crossed the bridge at sunrise, reaching Square de Regem at shortly after dawn. Jimmy followed Whitefox directly to the plaza, where he reined in his horse next to his uncle’s mare. His heart skipped a beat at what he saw.

Scents of newly cut pine still hovered in the air as a scaffold baked in the morning sun. Cavalry units inundated the plaza. There, among the decorated soldiers stood a dirty, ragged Elias, one of the shiftiest of the renegades. His hands were tied behind his back, and a blindfold was knotted behind his head. Bound as a prisoner in the presence of a heavily armed guard, the dark-skinned man stood relaxed, a broad smile stretched across his face.

Soldiers strolled leisurely about, their sabers and helmets so polished that when the sunlight flashed on them it left spots in Jimmy’s eyes. Despite the blinding heat, Jimmy’s vision was as clear as ever. The sight had sobered him. There was no mistaking that grin.

“What are they going to do? Hang him?”

“It appears so!” Whitefox said.

“And he’s smiling?” Jimmy whispered to Whitefox. “There’s nothing that bothers that guy!”

Whitefox shot him a grimace. “Well, it bothers me!” 

Jumping from his horse, the rugged northerner handed Jimmy his reins. “If you’d done what I asked you to last night, this wouldn’t have happened.” he said.

“It’s my fault?” Jimmy asked. Whitefox spun on his boot heels and jogged past the castle guards into the canopy of the colonnade. He disappeared into the castle.

Jimmy took a deep breath, assessing the scene in front of him. The guards stood stiff at the base of the plaza’s central attraction; a monumental statue dedicated to a king of yore; a bronze rider mounted proudly on his brazen steed.

Sweat dripped down the troop’s temples as they waited in the sun, all too patiently. Several ranking officers gathered in the shade and spoke casually with one another. Other than the soldiers, there was no audience to speak of.

Hangings usually drew a civilian crowd. Where was everyone?

Journalists in top hats, three older women wearing long black dresses and huge bonnets, and an elderly gentleman in village attire loitered in the square. However, the crowd of spectators that often congregated for public hangings was absent.

Maybe Elias wasn’t worth their time of day, Jimmy surmised. Or maybe it’s the growing distaste for the military that’s keeping the commoners away. It made sense. Valerio, the young cavalry commander in all his pompous ceremonies, his brigade of infantry patrolling the streets as though every citizen were the enemy, was intimidating to the humble residents of Alisubbo. Why the man was lauded a hero in the newspapers was a puzzle to Jimmy. Still, the few times he and his uncle rode into town, the headlines displayed the cavalry captain’s portrait. Perhaps hanging Elias was a potential entry into his portfolio. 

Jimmy’s uncle had few words of praise for Valerio.

Whitefox appeared at the gated entry. He walked vigorously alongside King Chavez, a white-haired gentleman with a short beard, handlebar mustache, and solemn countenance. The king wore his dress uniform, high shiny boots, and pristine gloves. One hand rested on the guard of his rapier.

In the king’s shadow walked his two sons, Marques, the Prince Royal, heir to the throne, his head held high, alert to his father’s commands. Farther behind strolled his seventeen-year-old son, Martim, a boy only a year older than Jimmy. 

They never met. Whitefox had mentioned once that maybe they should, that maybe Martim could teach Jimmy some manners, and respect for the arts. To Jimmy’s relief, the opportunity never arose. He could think of better things to do than paint pictures or listen to violin music. Manly things, like hunting wild boar in Bandene Forest, or flushing grouse in the grasslands on the isle.

Valerio marched several steps ahead of the king. Magnificent in his presence, Valerio was proud, and carried himself straight-backed. With his plumed helmet tucked under his arm, his other hand rested on the pommel of his polished saber. An acclaimed celebrity, or so they say. 

Jimmy spat. A hero at the expense of the poor, or anyone else that crossed his path.

Whitefox spoke to the king as they marched loudly enough that Jimmy caught the gist of the conversation. “Your highness, you must stop this execution.”

“And why? You promised to keep these robbers under control.” 

“They’ve been under control, mostly. But you can’t change an entire tribe of people in one day, or even in a month. It takes time.”

“Whitefox, I appreciate your concern, but we have a treaty and it’s been broken. I have no more time or patience for these people. Let this execution serve as an example.”

“Your Excellency, the damage they caused can be repaired.”

Valerio ordered his men to escort Elias up the gallows steps. Jimmy shifted his weight in the saddle, praying to whatever gods might be that his uncle would convince the king to stop the killing.

“Bloodshed is only going to make matters worse,” Whitefox pleaded.

The king stopped at the patio and squinted into the sun. Whitefox came alongside him and gestured with broad sweeps of his hands, clearly agitated.

“Killing the Gitano’s’ chief will cause more harm than good. It will cause an uprising! Let me handle this. I’ll work more diligently with them. Please, stay this execution. Let’s give the treaty one more chance.”

Jimmy nudged his mare closer to the castle steps, hoping to catch the king’s response. Just as his horse inched forward, a shot rang out and a bullet ricocheted off the pedestal of the monument, chipping bits of brick that flew at Elias’ guards. The sentries scattered behind the statue, jumping off the gallows, and taking Elias with them. More gunfire thundered through the square. Jimmy’s horse reared, and his uncle’s mount yanked her reins free from his hold, galloping out of the courtyard.

Shots rattled through the plaza. Women screamed. Top hats flew as men dodged to safety.

“Man alive!” Jimmy rode in circles, panicking, looking for cover, his horse ready to bolt. He glimpsed Whitefox ushering the king and his sons back inside. Valerio raced to his troops.

To avoid crossfire, Jimmy turned his horse toward the beach. His escape was immediately aborted by a man jumping in front of him, spooking his mare. The intruder yanked on his reins, causing the horse to stumble. Jimmy flew from the saddle and rolled behind a low adobe wall as his horse raced off. A dusty hand covered his mouth, and foul breath blew into his face.

“Shut up!” Dark eyes met his. Dirt caked on the man’s skin so thick it lightened his complexion. The beads braided into his hair hit Jimmy when he spat. The Gitanos released him.

“Geno, what in the King’s name are you doing here?” Jimmy choked on the dust that settled in his throat. “Why did you follow us?”

“We’re saving the chief. Stay down.” He jammed slugs into his pistol, peeked over the wall, and fired six rounds before he stopped to reload. Jimmy plugged his ears.

“Why? Whitefox just about convinced the king to let him go.”

“Talk! That’s all your uncle does. We’ve come for action. Getting Elias back to the island is all we care about.”

“Quit shooting! Look! That cursed Commando has a gun on the chief.” Another Gitanos called out.

Jimmy rolled on his belly next to three of the renegades, the stink of gunpowder still heavy in the air. The firing had stopped, and a voice called out from Square de Regem.

“Surrender, you fools!” Valerio stepped into the open and pushed the blindfolded prisoner into the plaza ahead of him. He held a pistol to his and blindfolded man into the center of the courtyard. His challenge silenced the gunfire, but a chuckle came from Geno.

“Surrender?” Geno called out; his comrades joined in the laughter.

Jimmy held his breath. They’re dead! Now they’re all going to hang!

Whitefox stood in the corridor, rifle cocked, and yet Jimmy knew he wouldn’t shoot. They were his charges; his uncle took pride in taming the wild men of the island.

“Get up,” Geno whispered to Jimmy. “Let’s see whose side your uncle is on!”

“What?”

Geno grabbed Jimmy’s arm and yanked him to his feet. With his pistol pressed against Jimmy’s head, he pushed Jimmy into the square opposite Valerio and Elias.

“Hey ‘Lisbo! Let’s trade why don’t we? You and I, eh?” Geno suggested. “You shoot the chief; I shoot the redhead.”

The dread on Whitefox’s face was a stab in Jimmy’s gut. 

“Everyone stop!” Whitefox lowered his rifle and lunged into the center of the square a few feet away from Valerio. King Chavez trailed behind. “No one is getting their head blown off, and no one is getting hung.” He glanced at the king, who rolled his eyes.

Valerio gave Chavez a glare. 

“The man is charged with armed robbery,” Valerio said indignantly. “He stole from one of my officers. He’s been sentenced to hang.”

“He’s been pardoned.” The king held his head high and met Valerio’s frown.

Geno chuckled and then pressed the muzzle tight against Jimmy’s temple.

“What?” Valerio gritted his teeth.

“Release the prisoner.” Chavez demanded. “Now! And you release that young man,” the king ordered Geno. Or you’ll hang.”

Beads of perspiration dripped down Jimmy’s face. The sun baked his forehead. Geno’s tight grip on his arm hurt. If the cavalry captain shot Elias, Jimmy would die.

Heat waves shimmered over the plaza as silence settled in. Valerio pushed his pistol into Elias’ thick black hair, unrelenting. He looked at Geno. Dark eyes dared him to move. Then his gaze rested on Jimmy, and he scoffed in contempt. To the king he said, 

“We tried this man in a military court or law and he was found guilty and sentenced to hang.”

“This one here, he’s not tried at all!” Geno laughed, gaining the attention of the king, Whitefox, and Valerio. Jimmy’s eyes widened when the warm barrel of Geno’s gun found his neck. Jimmy turned enough to catch the wry smile on Geno’s face, and a tightening clutch on his arm.

“And I have pardoned him,” the king repeated, ignoring Geno.

“The scum was caught red-handed stealing from our armory!”

“Let him go.” Chavez ordered.

“With all due respect, your highness, your pardon does not overrule a military judgment.”

“On the contrary, I have jurisdiction over all judgments pertaining to this kingdom, both civil and military, Captain Valerio.”

Valerio sneered and nodded toward Whitefox. “You favor foreigners over your own military?”

“I favor justice. And you are bordering on insubordination. Now release him immediately or I’ll have you arrested.”

Jimmy held his breath. His heart pounded against his chest. It didn’t take much to see Valerio’s inner struggle. With resignation, the commander pulled his gun away from Elias and pushed him to the ground.

One of Geno’s friends raced to the chief, sliced the rope that bound his hands, and pulled off his blindfold. Elias bounced to his feet, and the two ran to their horses.

Valerio glared at Whitefox for a long moment, his face emitting enough anger to fill a hot-air balloon. “This won’t be the end, Foreigner,” he spat out the words. Returning his pistol to his belt, he pivoted and signaled his troops to exit the plaza. King Chavez said nothing more but turned and met his sons at the entryway of the castle.

Whitefox faced Geno, his eyes flaming. “Well? Are you going to shoot him? Or are you going to let him go?”

“He’s yours.” Geno said, laughing. He pushed Jimmy into Whitefox. “I think I’m understanding a few more of your tricks, but I still don’t trust you. You talk too much.” He tucked his gun into his belt and jogged to his horse.

“You could have been killed!” Whitefox helped Jimmy get his balance. “What if I hadn’t interfered?”

Jimmy watched the renegades gallop along the beach away from Alisubbo. “Man...” Jimmy stuttered and rubbed his neck. Geno’s gun barrel had left a ridged imprint on his flesh.

“You’re aware that cavalry captain doesn’t like me much, aren’t you? Had he known you were my nephew, Valerio just may have pulled the trigger and annihilated the both of you.” Whitefox snickered. “As for Geno...”

They watched the Gitanos until there was nothing more than a cloud of dust behind them. 

“Unpredictable rogues. You could have been blown to pieces.”

“Yeah. I guess that could have happened. Thanks,” Jimmy wiped the sweat off his brow with his sleeve as he studied Whitefox, wondering if there were going to be consequences for his stupidity.

“So. Jimmy. It’s a long walk home.” Whitefox said. “Any idea where our horses are?”

Jimmy whirled around, scanning the surroundings. The horses were nowhere in sight.

“I’m not one to believe in rumors, but Alisubbo gets me spooked. You’d better find them lest they end up in one of the old wizard’s tunnels. Eh? They say critters get lost out there in that meadow; they say Silvio puts a spell on anything that ventures into his fields.”

“Right. The horses!” Jimmy scratched his head.
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CASSIE SCRAMBLED THROUGH the mass of roots as her feet slid over the damp, jagged floor. “I think maybe I made a mistake,” she whispered, and reached for her cell phone. A blue error box appeared on the corner of the screen. “Out of range.”

“Okay. Well!” she said. “Why tell Daemon about this, anyway? He can’t do anything. I’ll be okay.” The rapid beating of her heart made her argument less convincing. “I’ll be fine.”

The tunnel grew darker as she walked save for a few specks of light that filtered through the grass above her. A spot of sunshine, and perhaps an opening to the outside world gave her hope she’d be out in the open soon where she would get reception. Perhaps she’d even find the portal before sunset.

Cassie clung to the tunnel wall and staggered over the roots and slippery moss. Soon, she heard a raspy voice above her. She froze.

“Bah! “Poor thing,” it said. “Look at you. Clumsy oaf! Who are you?”

“What difference does it make who I am?” she countered.

“It could make a lot of difference! That is if you care about being you. Answer me or I’ll do what I can to make you not!”

“Well, you’re a nasty rascal.” Cassie puffed a curl that had fallen in front of her nose. “My name is Cassandra Wilson. Who are you?”

Whoever she was talking to didn’t reply.

“Hello! Get me out of here.” Cassie commanded.

“Out?” The voice was now directly overhead. Two green eyes squinted at her through the entanglement of vines above. A crooked red nose appeared between them.

“Yes, out where the sun shines. This place is annoying. How do I get out of here?”

“Well!” The face disappeared. Cassie followed the rustling sound in the grass above. “Hello. Which way is out?”

A cluster of twigs fell on her head. Dirt sprinkled down her blouse and lined her collar. She brushed herself clean and snickered. What sort of foul creature is leaving her in this menacing burrow? She heard more foliage snapping above but saw nothing. Footsteps tapered off into the distance.

“Oh, great.” She followed the sounds, certain that they would lead her to an exit. Eventually, the burrow widened, and the rough ground leveled out. Before too long, she stepped into a gateway of firs and maples. Long gray strands of lichen hung from the trees like the beards of old men. A squirrel rushed up a fir, chattering frantically as if announcing her arrival. Relieved that she was clear of the muddy abyss, Cassie collapsed on a moss-covered stump.

“You!”

The voice startled her.

“Are a trespasser! An intruder!” he said, though he didn’t show himself.

“Intruder yourself.” Cassie glared at the bushes. “Fine fellow you are hiding in the shrubberies making accusations like that!”

“Don’t mock me you Mockerwerst. If you need help, ask for it or you won’t get any.” The scornful creature emerged from behind a tree trunk.

Cassie took a step back, repulsed by the looks of him. He was old, human by form but not by manner. His body crouched over, and despite his scraggly beard, his clothes were of exceptional interest. A robe of rich golds, greens and maroon brocade adorned his shoulders, though he also wore a cape made from twisted weeds, roots, and dying fern fronds. His shirt under his waistcoat was dusty brown, almost the color of his flesh. His face wrinkled like a dried apple, half hidden behind his long silver mane, which, to Cassie’s curiosity, appeared very well groomed. He didn’t have a vulgar smell about him, but a musty fragrance, like damp earth after a rain.

“Well?” he asked.

So shocked by his appearance, she had forgotten what he had said. “Well, what?”

“Do you want help? Or not?”

“I... don’t know.”

The man snickered and circled away.

“No, wait. Yes, please.”

He faced her again.

“Please. I seem to be... lost.”

“Lost, indeed,” he grunted. “Follow me then.”

“Wait a minute. You don’t know where I’m going.”

He squinted at her and stood silent for a moment. Finally, he said, “Neither do you.”

True enough, yet Cassie was uncertain whether she should follow him.

“So if you don’t know where I’m going then how do you plan on helping me get there?”

“I didn’t say I would. I said, ‘follow me.’”

She wanted to ask why she should follow him, but decided there was no sense arguing with the old coot. He did not give her a civil answer, he merely waddled off. As disabled as the man appeared to be, in all his crookedness, he moved quickly and without stumbling.

Cassie had a choice to make. She could stay where she was, at the edge of a dark and unwelcoming woodland with only haunting, slippery tunnels leading back to where she came from, or she could follow him. She pulled out her phone. Still no reception.

Determined to get some answers, even if they were masked in riddles, Cassie followed the silver-haired creature. He zigzagged in and out of sword ferns and bramble bushes, making it difficult to keep pace with. When Cassie hurried, she tripped over logs and rocks that cluttered the terrain. He peered over his shoulder once and slowed down enough that she didn’t lose sight of him. He led her from the shadows of the firs into an open valley that spanned the horizon, dropped off into a dry riverbed and then meandered over a hill.

“Who are you?” she asked when she got close enough for him to hear.

“Silvio,” he finally answered without turning around. “King of this forest.” He waved his knotty arms toward the landscape they approached.

“King, eh?” she muttered as she stubbed her toe again. “Not such an impressive kingdom! Half the forest is dead or dying!” she whispered to herself, but his unhappy glower assured her he heard.

Old decrepit stumps shot up in spikes; fallen trees lay bleached white with age, dried from baking in the sun. Even the salal bent over with rust, sparse and scattered.

When Cassie stopped for breath, she had second thoughts. This is wrong. She shouldn’t be following a strange old man who thinks he’s a king. If only she could dial out, Dad could come rescue her. She reached into her pocket and clutched her phone, pulling it into the light. Her fingers slid over her home number, but only silence followed. The odd man glanced at her with a puzzled expression.

“Here.” He pointed at a log on the ground in a clearing. “Sit there and do that.”

He needn’t tell her twice. Already exhausted from climbing the highlands in the heat, Cassie collapsed on the log. She brushed her sweaty locks away from her face and waited while Silvio disappeared into a ravine.

As she lingered there in that lonesome clearing, a sudden tinge of homesickness pierced Cassie’s heart. The afternoon sun sank slowly, and long evening shadows covered the hillside.

Monica’s mom would start dinner about now. Cassie would have been setting the table with the family. Meatloaf and mashed potatoes. Her favorite. Cassie sighed. She could almost smell the tasty meal from where she was. She tried her phone again. She even held it up and attempted to take a picture
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