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      Henry wants only to escape the biggest bully in school, until a mystical encounter changes everything in his world.

      

      Miss Melody And The Knight Gallant is a short portal fantasy.
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      Henry ran as hard as he could remember ever running.  His heart pounded in his ears and his breaths came in gasps as he pushed himself to greater speed, but above even the cacophony of his racing pulse he could still hear the footfalls behind him, the mocking shouts as his pursuers raced to catch up.

      Catch up, and catch him.  And then…

      He fairly leapt off the curb of the sidewalk he was running down, splashing through a puddle leftover from the rain that had fallen two days before, and froze in shock and terror for a second when the blaring of a car horn from his left made him turn, and cringe.

      Screeching brakes, and the little blue coup that had been cruising down the four-lane road that split his suburban hometown in two fishtailed as the driver clearly fought to avoid hitting him.

      Henry just stared for a second as the car drew nearer…

      Then his mind snapped and he hurled himself to the side.  His shoulder struck the pavement and he rolled up to a sitting position.

      The wind of the car's passing carried the smell of its exhaust to his nostrils as it finally came to a halt ten feet past where he had just been standing.  The driver's door flew open and a 30-something guy in jeans and a green collared shirt, bulging with muscles, stepped out, glaring at him.

      "What the hell do you think you're - "

      But the man's words were lost on Henry.  Past the car, he saw his pursuers.  Ben Thompson and his two cronies.

      They had pulled up short as the scene unfolded.  But seeing Henry was ok, one of the toadies nudged Ben, all six feet of muscle and zero brains, and Ben smirked.

      Then they started moving again, in Henry's direction.

      He pushed himself up to his feet, not bothering to wipe the muddy grime from his shorts and t-shirt, and spun away from them.

      Another car had stopped in the second lane, this one much farther away from him.  The driver was an older women, who was raising her hands at him through the windshield as if to ask the same thing Mr. Muscles had started to ask.

      The lanes going the other way were clear, though, so Henry sprinted across them, and away from Ben and company.

      Or he tried to.  As he began running, his left ankle shouted in protest, and he winced at the pain flaring up.

      Despair welled up.  There was no way he would get out of this.  He was a dead man.

      But that didn't mean he was going to stop at least trying to get away.

      He got up onto the sidewalk and turned left, pushing himself to go faster even as his ankle cried out for him to stop.  A woman pushing a little kid in a stroller recoiled as he shuffled around her, and sent an exclamation of irritation after him, but a louder shout from one of Ben's cronies blotted that out of Henry's attention.

      "We're going to get you!"

      There was an intersection up ahead.  Main Street.  There would be more shops there, more places he could go and maybe get away.

      He glanced over his shoulder, and winced.  They were coming up fast, moving for all they were worth.

      Henry veered right at the intersection.  The street ahead was straight, four-lane, and lined with lush trees of some sort or other.  Beneath their spreading limbs were the shops, restaurants, and occasional bar of the Main Street business section.

      It was a fun place to walk.  When you weren't being chased by the meanest bully in the school and his toadies.

      There was a storefront to his immediate right.  Henry didn't bother looking at what it was; he pushed the door open and darted inside.  Closing the door immediately behind him, he pressed himself against the wall to the door's left and turned his head just enough so he could get a glimpse out the broad windows that looked out onto the street.

      His heart was still pumping in his ears, his chest heaving, and he could feel the sweat pouring off his body now that he had stopped moving.  He wondered if -

      Three figures shot past the window.  He didn't need to see more than the shapes of their bodies to recognize them as Ben and company.

      He craned his neck a bit farther, and saw that they were continuing down the street, not slowing yet.

      Henry smiled for what felt like the first time in years.  He'd given them the slip.  Now to just go back the way he'd come, and then shoot on over home.  Against all odds, he was home free.

      Hallelujah!

      Henry was just pulling the door open again when a voice from behind brought him up short.

      "Can I help you, young man?"

      Henry turned around, and finally had a look at the store he had just crashed into.

      Or rather, the cafe.  The walls were painted yellow, with multicolored flowers painted up near the ceiling and landscape prints hung up in several place.  There were four tables, round and white with matching white chairs surrounding them.  In the rear was a glass-fronted display case and counter, where he could see pastries and other bits of yumminess on display.

      The place exuded warmth and relaxation, and he felt the tension of his flight begin to drain away.

      The speaker was behind the counter.  She was elderly; probably in her 60s, with gray hair pulled up into a bun.  She wore a pastel green apron over a white collared shirt, and pink-rimmed glasses.  And she looked at him with a pointed, but not unkind expression.

      "Oh," Henry said.  "I'm sorry.  I was just - "  He stopped, not sure how to explain, or whether he even wanted to.

      The woman smiled in understanding, and nodded.  "Just looking for a place to get away," she said.

      Henry shrugged.  "I guess."  He suddenly felt the tension return; her statement was a bit too on-point.  Was he that transparent?

      But if the woman disapproved, she didn't show it.  Instead she turned and bent over behind her counter for a moment.  "The world is full of troubles," she said as she did.  "It's good to get away sometimes."  She straightened and turned back to him, and Henry felt his eyebrows rise when he saw the stack of chocolate chip cookies on the plate she held.

      His mouth watering, he stepped toward her—and the cookies—almost as if his feet were doing it of their own volition.

      But when he reached the counter, he got a sinking feeling.  "I don't have any money," he said, feeling the fool.  He'd left his wallet at home again when he went to school, and here it was going to bite him in the butt.

      Again.

      But the old woman smiled and held the plate out to him anyway.  "First visit is on the house, dear."

      Henry blinked.  "Really?  That's awful nice of you."

      She just shrugged.  "I'm Miss Melody," she said.

      "Henry."  He picked up a cookie and sank his teeth into it.  And could not hold back a groan of enjoyment as the chocolate chips, still warm and flowing as if straight out of the oven, burst and filled his mouth with deliciousness.

      Before he realized it, he had devoured the entire thing and was reaching for another.  "Wow, that's about the best cookie I've ever had!"

      Miss Melody smiled at him again.  "That's what we do here."  She gestured to the wall behind the counter, where a sign that Henry hadn't paid attention to earlier read, "Food for the body.  Healing for the soul."

      "Well, I don't know about the soul healing, but you've sure got the food part down."  He stopped midway into raising the next cookie to his lips.  "Did you just open up?  I hadn't heard of this place before."

      Miss Melody shrugged.  "We've been around for quite some time."

      Henry nodded and finished taking a bite from the cookie.  "Well, sorry I hadn't found you sooner," he said.  Then he looked down at his hand and was surprised to see it empty.

      Another cookie gone already?

      Henry took a step back from the counter.  If he wasn't careful he'd spend all afternoon just standing here eating cookies, and he needed to get moving.  Ben would figure out he'd ducked into a shop soon, and come looking.  If he was still here when that happened…

      "Well thanks.  I need to get going," he said.

      Miss Melody just looked at him for a second, then nodded.  "Do come again, dear," she said.  "Here.  Something to remember us by."  She turned to her left, where one of those pull-off day calendars was sitting atop the counter.  The top page was for today, and it had a cool picture of a knight on a horse, his armor glinting in the sunlight and a red and white banner flying from the end of his lance.  Miss Melody took hold and pulled the page off, and for a second golden sparkles seemed to flash in the air around it.

      She held the calendar page out to him, and Henry took it.  He looked down at the picture, and felt a stirring in his soul.  The way the horse's hooves seemed to tear at the ground.  The proud way the knight sat erect on his steed.  And, somehow, through the slits in his helmet, the stern and determined look in his eyes.

      No quarter asked, and none given from this man.

      And there, beneath him on the page, was the address to the cafe.

      Henry looked back up at Miss Melody and grinned.  "Thanks.  I'll be sure to come back."

      She raised an eyebrow, but said nothing.

      Henry turned and walked back toward the door to the street, feeling her gaze on his back.  Did she expect him to do something?  He wasn't sure.  But he knew he had to get going, before Ben came around again.

      He reached out and pulled the door open, and stopped.  The calendar page was definitely sparkling now.  What was going - ?

      He stepped through the door, and the world vanished in a flash of white-gold light.
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      Henry's foot came down onto soft earth, and he stumbled forward in shock.

      This wasn't Main Street.  This was -

      What was this?

      He did a complete circle, and his bafflement grew.  All around was wilderness.  High rolling hills lay off to the west—or he presumed it was west because the sun was only a small distance above the hills in that direction.  Trees, covered in leaves that were turning to the yellow and red of autumn, covered the hills and ran down past him to the north.  To the east and south was grassland which descended into a valley many miles away.  The glint of reflected sunlight from down there made him think there might be a lake in the distance, but he couldn't be sure.

      The air held the cool of autumn and carried the scents of grass and wild growth, and blew in steadily from the south.

      "What the hell?" he said to himself, and even his voice sounded strange to his ears.

      He did another full circle, but the scene remained the same.  Then he pinched himself on the forearm.

      It hurt.  This wasn't a dream.

      But what - ?

      The cracking of wood, and guttural words from a gravelly throat, brought Henry's head back around toward the woods, and the bottom fell out of his stomach.

      The creature stepping out from beneath the forest canopy was huge.  Probably seven feet tall, and two-thirds that across the shoulders, which were muscular to make Arnold Schwarzenegger ashamed.  It was like a human, in that it had two legs and two arms, but its skin was green like the Hulk's, and had a protruding jaw from which two tusk-like teeth shoved their way skyward.  Its
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