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A lifelong sanctuary of home bliss suddenly comes to a halt when Alexandra Stone discovers her parents lied and kept secrets about their family heritage. The discovery comes after a silly chant transports Alex and her two pets, along with her best friend Sarah, to the outskirts of Rock Kingdom. 

Now faced with the dangerous elements of Dread’s Forest, Alex is determined to fight the man responsible for their predicament.

But is he responsible? 

She will risk her safety and trust her instincts when thrust in battle with the Braks, skeletal creatures that project thorn-infested slime encasing their victim before plunging them deep within the caverns of the earth.

‘Things are not always as they appear to be.’ baffles Alex throughout her journey.

The Rock of Realm will shatter the concept of ‘villain’.
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~Chapter One~

THE CHANT

 

A breeze prickled his skin. The mere thought of finally reaching out to her excited him. She was almost in his grasp, yet…

An invisible energy swarmed through his body. He gave a quick glance toward his bedroom door. 

“Dare I risk a transformation now when I’m so close?” He eyed the exit, contemplating a dangerous decision.

Shaking his head, he resumed looking out the window at the grey clouds surrounding his castle. In the northern region, the Qulany birds soared and neared, teasing the invisible evil barrier overpowering Rock Kingdom’s grounds.

A desperate plea reached out to him. “Leave her alone, Dread!”

The telepathic communication sliced a pang of hurt across his chest. He whirled around, his cape flagging his march toward the door. Within the fireplace, the flickering flame surrendered its last remnants of heat.

“I have no choice.” With those determined words, he turned and walked out the door, setting his plan in action.

* * * *

“Alexandra!”

“Oh, oh.” Fourteen-year-old Alex Stone knew that tone meant trouble, big time. Her mom used her full name instead of the sweeter “All-ie-e-e” timbre.

Why is she so pissed? Oh shoot! Butch. Oops! 

“Coming, Mom.”

“Now, young lady!” bellowed Miranda Stone from somewhere downstairs.

“Oh yeah, I’m dead,” Alex declared with a sigh to Blooper, her one-year-old goldfish. Sprinkling his food in the bowl, she remembered the day her dad promised to buy her a pet—“as long as it doesn’t bark, meow, neigh, or make any disturbing noises.” She couldn’t resist the odd goldfish at the pet shop—a pencil erased, orange color—swimming in the most peculiar manner, upside down. 

Alex scurried out of her room. Walking down the stairs, a knot formed in her stomach. Her mom glared up at her from the bottom of the staircase, holding a garbage bag extended in front of her.

Oh, this doesn’t look good. Alex’s knot tightened even more.

“Hey, Mom. What’s up?” Trying to fake a smile, Alex’s mouth twitched...several times.

“Did I, or did I not, ask you to please feed Butch outside and then tie him by his doghouse?”

Alex nodded.

“Did you feed and tie him outside like I asked?”

Her mom’s steady voice unnerved Alex even more. The impulse to run back upstairs and lock herself in the bedroom crossed her mind. The punishment to surely follow prevented her from carrying it through. 

“Kind of.” Gulping, she looked down, trying to glance up at her mom without moving her head. “I fed him.”

“Alex, you fed Butch, and he spread everything on my floor, my counter, my rug, and then he went for seconds into the garbage bag, my lunch, your lunch, and your father’s lunch that I prepared early this morning.” Alex watched the normal sunny warmth her mom’s eyes usually beamed disappear, replaced by a cold stare. Alex’s heart pounded a loud tune in her eardrums.

Clasping one of Alex’s overall straps, Miranda led her daughter into the kitchen.

“Well, do you think Butch has had enough to eat and romp in?”

Alex couldn’t believe her eyes. There, amongst the torn fragments of the garbage bag, pieces of bologna and ham, coffee and orange juice spills, sat the monstrous silhouette of Butch, her one hundred ten pound German shepherd, with an innocent, humanlike grin on his face, quizzically expressing, “What! What’d I do?”

“You have fifteen minutes to clean this mess up before Mrs. Harris comes to drive you to school.” Miranda handed the garbage bag to her daughter.

“Mrs. Harris? Mom, they should’ve taken her license decades ago. Blooper can swim faster than she can drive!” Alex could just imagine Sarah’s expression when her friend spots the old dinosaur driving her to school. God, this is going to be humiliating. Nothing could be worse.

“And after school, I volunteered you to babysit Mrs. Harris’s grandchildren so she and the children's parents can have a night out.”

“What? But, Mom—”

Miranda snapped her fingers, silencing Alex immediately with a poignant stare. “No, young lady, no ‘but Mom’s.’ I’ve warned you before about your carelessness with Butch. You have just ten minutes now. Your father is waiting for me outside. Mrs. Harris was generous enough to offer you a ride, seeing you’re going to be late after cleaning up this mess. 

“Remember, Butch goes outside, lock the door, and you go to Mrs. Harris’s after school. Repeat.”

“Butch goes outside, lock the door, go to my grave after school. I got it, Your Majesty,” Alex spat, ice cold anger seething, but under control. I can’t believe this!

“I’m a queen more than you know, my dear,” Miranda uttered. She gave Alex a kiss on the forehead before leaving.

Kneeling beside Butch, Alex patted his head. “Hey, fella, how did you manage to get us into so much trouble in such a short while?” Butch cocked his head sideways and wagged his tail. “Better finish cleaning before Dinosaur Lady gets here.”

He jumped up playfully on Alex, his paws dripping orange juice.

“Butch, no! Geez, look at my jeans.” Two wet paw stains planted smack on her thighs. She stood, went to the kitchen doorway and grabbed his leash hanging by the hook.

“Come on, boy. Better take you outside before you do any more damage.”

She quickly tidied the kitchen after tying Butch out back by his doghouse. As she headed toward her bedroom, a car tooting to the beat of “The Lone Ranger” stopped her dead in her tracks. Peering out the living room window, she spotted Mrs. Harris waving to her, a smile perched solidly on her thin, red lips.

Motioning one second, Alex ran upstairs, picked up her schoolbag, and pulled her long black tresses in a ponytail. She glanced at the mirror to check for any mascara smear around her baby blue eyes from the sweat caused by cleaning up the kitchen.

“Hello, dear,” greeted Mrs. Harris as Alex climbed into the car.

“Hello, Mrs. Harris. Thank you for the lift.” Alex feigned appreciation. She avoided glancing her way, fearing the old lady would smile back at her with lipstick-infested teeth. That totally grossed her out. She hid her hands underneath her bag, wringing them tightly.

Doesn’t she look in the mirror before walking out the door? she had once asked her mother. The reply had been, She’s old, sweetie, don’t mind her.

Well, it’s disgusting! 

“Allie dear, you have to be a bit more careful with your dog. He was in my garden again...trampled all over my poor zinnias,” complained Mrs. Harris as she started the car.

“Sorry.” Alex looked away, rolling her eyes.

“And your mother tells me he destroyed the kitchen this morning. I do hope you tidied up.”

Thanks, Mom. “He dropped some orange juice, and yes, I cleaned it up.” Alex tried to be polite but her stomach twisted with agitation. She let out a defeated sigh and prayed the old woman would remain silent.

“Good girl.” Mrs. Harris beamed, showing off her silver-capped tooth smudged with lipstick. Totally disgusted, Alex leaned back, turned her head, and gazed out the window.

The rest of the drive was in silence, which suited Alex just fine. She couldn’t stand to watch the old lady smile any longer than she had to.

As they stopped in front of the school, Alex scanned the area, making sure none of her friends were up front. Safe. No one would witness her getting out of the old, rusted, pink jalopy that should have been put out of its misery in the fifties.

“Don’t forget about tonight, dear.”

Wish I could. “No, ma’am, I’ll come around six. Can Sarah come?”

“Why, of course. You can also bring Butch and Pops. My grandchildren love those animals. Just keep them away from my flowerbed.”

Alex closed the door after saying her good-bye and thank you, intending to dash away before anyone spotted her, when the car suddenly made an ear-wrenching backfire. Smoke emanated from its rear. Exhaust fumes filled her lungs. Every student on the school ground immediately turned and stared in her direction.

“Great, that’s just great,” Alex mumbled as she scurried up the entrance stairs, wishing she could have just slithered into school undetected.

“Hey, Alex, hold on.” 

She turned around and spotted the petite redhead, inundated with freckles, waving to her. “Hey, Sarah,”Alex grumbled.

“You just come out of the dinosaur’s car?”

“Shut up and walk,” Alex snapped, giving her childhood friend a scathing look.

Sarah Breckinridge laughed. “What did Butch do this time?”

“Why would you ask that?” Alex walked through the opened school doors.

“Hello, it’s me. Something musta happened for you to hitch a ride with the old bat herself instead of walking with me. Besides, there are a couple of nice paw prints on you.”

Alex looked down at her jean overalls. Can this day get any worse? “Yeah, Butch decided to have everyone’s food this morning. Boy, was my mom ticked off. Hey, I like the goggles,” Alex said, approving her friend’s new glasses by giving her a thumb’s up.

“Cool, eh? We still on for the movies tonight?”

“Change of plans.” Hesitating, Alex continued. “I have to babysit Mrs. Harris’s grandkids tonight. But you can come. It’s okay with her.”

Alex turned her head and stared at Sarah, trying to figure out her friend’s expression. Unless truly upset, Sarah’s features stayed robotic-like.

First came the pout and immediately the smile Alex hoped for. “No problem. What are best friends for if not to suffer with each other on a Friday night?”

They laughed, hurrying off to class.

* * * *

Butch lay in front of his doghouse, staring at Pops the squirrel jumping playfully from one branch to another on the old maple tree out back.

“Hey, Butch, look at this,” hollered Pops. Butch lazily looked up. Pops swung Tarzan-like when he fell hard on the grass, landing in front of Butch.

“Ouch!” Pops rubbed his butt.

“You okay?” Butch rose on his hind legs.

“My ego is hurt.” Pops stared at his best friend. “What’s the face for?”

“Alex got into trouble this morning.”

“What you do this time?” 

“Nothing. I got hungry.”

“And ate the kitchen?” Pops snort/giggled.

Playfully, Butch swapped Pops on the head with his paw, tossing him a few feet away.

“Ouch, watch it, Hercules. My butt’s sore, don’t want my head sore, too.” Pops sprang on the picnic table and picked at the zinnias.

“Stop that!” Butch barked.

“What’re you gonna do?” Pops readied for the imminent chase.

Butch did chase but didn’t get very far. Forgetting the rope tied around his neck, he got pulled back hard when he came within a foot of Pops.

“Aw, are you tied down?” Pops fell on his back, feet bopping up and down, in laughter.

“One day, Pops, you’re gonna be sorry. Get over here now and untie me.”

“You’re not gonna hit me, right?” Pops cowered, a tinge of panic striking him.

Butch grinned. “Scared?”

“Then you can just stay tied up.” He stood, jumped off the picnic table and headed toward the tree.

“I promise not to hit you.” 

Pops stopped and considered his decision for a few seconds. Then he went alongside the post near Butch and unravelled the knot with his teeth and paws.

Freed, the German shepherd ran around the garden. The trembling body of the little grey squirrel darted up the tree.

“Get down, stupid. I was just exercising.” Butch’s tone mild, yet scolding.

Pops jumped down, apprehensively. He knew Butch could swat him like a fly if he wanted to. There was no comparison in strength between the two of them.

“Get on my back.”

“Where we going?” Pops asked, excited, and always up for some adventure.

“We’ll surprise Alex at school.”

“Oh, oh, I smell trouble.” Pops jumped on his friend’s back and held onto his collar as Butch darted off.

* * * *

Time flew by at school that day. It was ‘Reading Appreciation Week,’ and all the teachers modeled their classrooms to the setting of a book they had chosen. Alex loved Mr. Ritchie’s class the best. He read them a spooky story he had published entitled, Secrets From Within the Enchanted Forest, that had the kids on the edge of their seats.

Alex simply adored her English teacher. She glanced down at the signed copy of his book in her hands. He gave it to her this morning when she recited a part within it he held dear. 

For his classroom setting, he had brought in two five-foot-tall rubber plants to represent a forest; a blow-up Godzilla doll, which he asked the kids to pretend was a fire-breathing dragon; popular kids’ dolls to represent the queen and king (this had the kids in stitches); and a six-foot armoured knight he had purchased at an auction, to represent the evil wizard.

Throughout his reading, Alex fantasized about being the queen and how she would defeat the evil wizard. The bell signalling the end of school snapped her out of her daydreaming stupor. Everyone rushed to their lockers to get their stuff and head home. Sarah and Alex stood in the hallway when they heard laughter coming from the school grounds.

Jessica headed toward her locker when Alex stopped her.

“Hey, Jessie, what’s happening outside?”

“There’s a dog sprawled on the grass up front.”

“What’s so funny about that?” Sarah asked.

“Nothing, except there’s a squirrel perched on his back.” Jessie picked up her bag and left while Alex and Sarah glared at each other.

“No!” mumbled Alex.

“You think?” added Sarah.

“How many dogs do you know that have pet squirrels?” Alex blurted.

They grabbed their bags, pushed their way through the crowd, and stormed out the main entrance.

She made a bee-line toward the two creatures lavishing the petting from the surrounding students. Alex drew in a sharp breath before yelling, “Butch!”

Hearing her voice, Butch sprang up, throwing Pops smack on the grass. The dog jumped on Alex, smothering her with licks while Pops scuttled to join the fun.

“How, in God’s name, did you get loose?” Alex wagged a finger at the dog and could have sworn she caught Pops scowling at Butch.

Several students gathered around them, continuing their petting of the animals. “They’re so cool. Are they yours?”

Alex nodded, drawing in a deep breath. She waited for the sarcastic remarks to begin for having a pet squirrel. Nothing. After a few minutes the attention waned, and everyone headed toward the bus stop to catch their ride home.

“I swear, I think these two are in cahoots to get me into trouble.” Alex chuckled as they headed home. Her tense muscles now relaxed as she eyed the massive dog carrying the squirrel on his back.

“Relax,” Sarah encouraged. “Who’s gonna find out?”

“My parents, if they get home before I do.” Alex exhaled a deep “Phew!” when she noticed her parents’ car missing from the driveway. The knot in her gut ebbed. She ushered Butch and Pops to the backyard.

“Okay, guys, stay here and play.” 

“Aren’t you going to tie him up?” 

“What for? He gets untied no matter how tight I make the knot. Maybe if he’s free, he won’t get into any trouble.”

“Right. That’s using your animal psychology.” Sarah grinned.

The girls entered Alex’s house, prepared an after school snack, and made plans for the night of babysitting. 

* * * *

A blue prism of light casting eerie shadows of the street lamp posts onto the pavement encircled the evening. Crisp autumn wind howled softly as it touched branches of the trees, swaying them to dance.

Alex put a bandanna and a patch on Butch and a birthday hat on Pops to amuse Mrs. Harris’s grandkids. She spotted Sarah coming out of her house once she hit the end of her driveway.

“Ready for our enslavement?” Alex asked.

“Armed and ready. Like their outfits.” The girls giggled as they glanced at the animals.

“Told you we look stupid,” Pops remarked.

“Get in the spirit,” Butch barked back.

Alex looked at the pair. “You know, Sarah, I swear these two talk to each other.”

“Yeah, okay. Don’t say that too loud before they lock you up in the funny farm.”

Butch and Pops exchanged smirks.

The four of them headed toward Mrs. Harris’s place. The old lady thanked the girls for generously spending the evening with her grandchildren and turned to leave, but not before reminding them to make sure the animals stayed outside.

“No problem. Have a great time,” Alex replied.

The kids headed toward the backyard with Sarah, followed by Butch and Pops. Alex locked the front door and joined them.

Everyone had a blast that night. They played pirates, and Pops had fun jumping from one branch to the other on the apple tree.

Mrs. Harris returned around midnight, and the girls headed home.

“I miss that,” Sarah whined.

“What?”

“Being a kid and fantasizing about adventures.” Sarah sighed, a melancholic look in her eyes.

“Looked like you had a blast along with them, Mrs. Pirate.” Alex grinned.

“Yeah, and what was that ‘I am Queen Alex, ruler of the Enchanted Forest’ bit about? Seems like you were having just as much fun as I was.” Sarah poked her in the shoulder.

They chuckled and continued walking home with Butch and Pops.

Alex pointed up ahead. “Let’s cut across Greendale Park to save a couple of blocks getting home.”

The girls stopped by the sandbox and reminisced about elementary school when out of nowhere, thwack, something hit Alex on top of her head.

“Ouch! What the…?” 

“What’s wrong?” Sarah asked. 

Stunned by the apparent assault, Alex stared at the ground. Bending down, she picked up a small, purplish granite rock glimmering in the moonlight. “Someone just shot this rock at me.” She patted the top of her head, trying to ignore the stinging pain. Removing her hand she checked for blood. Nothing.

The girls scanned the park, but there was no one around. “Someone must have a slingshot. Look.” Alex pointed to the homes across the grounds. “There’s no way anyone could have shot it from one of those windows…unless it’s some sort of a super hero with one heckuv an arm.”

“How’s your head?”

“Better.”

Sarah crouched and picked up a mauve pouch with purple stripes near the spot Alex found the rock. She peeked inside. “It’s full of gold glitter. Some kid must have dropped it.” 

Why didn’t I see it before? Alex continued to rub her head but in better spirits. “Maybe it’s magic.”

“Yeah, like in Mr. Ritchie’s book,” Sarah replied, taking some glitter in her hand. 

“Exactly. The part where the kids chant and suddenly end up in this other world.”

Sarah sprinkled some glitter around her, and chanted, “Glitter fly all around, open up the passageway to the enchanted forest.”

“That’s not how it goes,” Alex impatiently remarked, stooping over and grabbing some of the glitter from Sarah.

She started to recite the chant sprinkling more of the glitter around them. This was the part she had memorized that brought a smile to her English teacher’s lips.

 

“Glitter I toss,

safely I will cross,

into your realm it will lead.

The rock I possess,

evil digress,

the queen I am to thee.”

 

The wind gusted by at that precise moment sprinkling the dust around them. Sarah clasped the pouch close to her chest. The scattered glitter danced around, encircling them. With every magical whirl, the haze before them got thicker and thicker. Butch barked while Pops clung tightly to his collar.

“Sarah, I can’t see you,” Alex called out.

“I’m right here, Alex. This is so cool.”

“Cool? You call a tornado of dust surrounding us cool?” 

“Um...I prefer cool over scary, thank you very much.” With that last sentiment, Sarah grabbed a hold of Alex’s hand.

Slowly, the glitter fog dissipated, and the girls were able to see their surroundings once more.

Greendale Park had vanished.


~Chapter Two~

SAPPY

 

The glitter slowly faded away. Sarah clutched the pouch like a security blanket as Alex bent down to calm Butch and Pops. She placed the sparkling purple rock in the front pocket of her overalls. All four of them stared ahead, baffled.

Gone were the familiar surroundings of Greendale Park. In place of the swings, slides, and sandbox were mammoth black trees, their bluish-green, bare branches brushing close to the ground. Near their protruding twisted roots, a white stone path could be seen amongst the scattered bushes, trailing through the dense forest.

The night was calm, no wind, yet droplets of chill encased Alex as she stood staring upward in awe. Not one, but two moons beamed brightly from the starless sky above.

With her heart pounding, she took a step forward and surveyed their surroundings. The trees here were sharper in colour, yet barren at the same time. The moons’ massive glows were like two circular cut-outs in the blue-black canvas of the sky. The stone path leading into the forest appeared untouched, its surface clean as if just laid down.

“Eh, Alex, I don’t think we’re in Kansas anymore.”

“No kidding!” Alex turned to eye Sarah. “What happened? Where are we?” An odd feeling of familiarity hit her. I know this place! She pursed her lips.

They gazed motionless, afraid to move, until finally Pops jumped off Butch’s neck and onto the branch closest to him, and began to swing from it.

“Get down before you hurt yourself,” Butch called out. Pops obeyed.

Both girls whipped around, gaping at the animals. Sarah’s eyebrows arched so high they neared her hairline.

“You talk?” asked a shocked Alex.

“You understand us?” Butch said.

“Great! Now she’ll know what we’re up to,” blurted Pops.

“Oh yeah, we’re definitely not in Kansas anymore,” exclaimed Sarah, with a stupefied look on her face.

“I knew it!” exclaimed Alex. “I told you these two communicated with each other.”

From somewhere behind, a voice welcomed them, sending all four turning around to see who spoke. Although the air warmed her skin on the outside, a cold shiver ran down her spine, the type of shiver as though someone poured ice water down her body.

Glancing about, they found no one.

“Hello. Is someone there?” asked Alex. She bravely took two steps when the voice replied, “Yes,” causing her to dart back toward her group, startled and confused. Butch’s unease was evident by his low growling, while Pops and Sarah stood as though mummified into statues. 

Facing the direction where the voice came from, she continued looking around this desolate place, hoping to locate the person behind this mystery. Nothing but a forest of various sized trees stood before them. “Where are you? Can you tell us where we are?” 

“I’m right here.” About two feet away stood a colossal black tree, waving one of its branches at them. Traces of brown bark still visible around the base of its roots not hidden by the lava-like fetter surrounding it. “I’m Sappy, and you’re in the outskirts of Dread’s Forest.”

Sarah snapped out of her zombie-like state and reached over, pinching Alex.

“Ow.” Alex rubbed her arm.

“Guess I was right. We aren’t in Kansas anymore.”

In a bold—and very unexpected—move, Sarah stepped closer to the talking tree, waving her hands about. Sappy reciprocated by waving all of his branches, causing some twigs to fall on top of the mystified foursome.

“Whoa, stop that,” cried out Alex, placing her hands above her head and jumping to the side, avoiding the falling brushwood.

“Sorry, just waving back.”

“How do you see us?” asked Sarah, inspecting the tree up close.

“I don’t know. I just do… Oh, I wouldn’t do that, my little friend, if I were you.”

The girls turned to see Pops digging around a nearby tree. Within a few seconds, the tree lifted one of its roots and swatted Pops high into the night sky. He landed several feet away, hard on his rear.

Sappy’s bark swayed back and forth in laughter. “That’s Gert, and she doesn’t like to be touched.”

Gert shook her branches toward Pops.

“Thanks for warning me beforehand,” Pops spat out, rubbing his little behind, his tail lightly tapping the stones beneath it.

Alex still couldn’t get over the fact she could hear the animals speaking, let alone this huge tree. “Excuse me, Sappy, can you tell us how we got here? You see, we were at a park—” 

“A park?”

“Yes, a field where children go and play,” explained Alex. “And the next thing you know, we’re here.” I’m talking to a freaking tree.

“You must have the Rock of Realm in your possession.”

Alex remembered the small purple rock that hit her over the head at Greendale Park. She reached in her pocket. “You mean this?” She cradled the rock in her hand, staring blankly at it. The thing has a name?

“Only the enchanted ones can possess the Rock and use its magic,” Sappy told them.

“The enchanted ones?” asked Sarah, creasing her eyebrows so close together they looked like one unit.

“The Rock of Realm is used as a passageway to enter Dread’s Forest or any other part of Rock Kingdom. But beware. This is a dangerous place now since Dread has resurfaced.”

“Who’s Dread? Sounds dreadful to me,” Pops quipped, chortling at his humour. Alex opened her mouth to shush the comical squirrel when she spotted Butch approach Sappy. 

“What danger is in Dread’s Forest?” asked Butch, his tail’s wagging fervour she loved now still as he paced alongside the enchanted tree, the front part of his body hunkered lower than the back. Alex recognized this predator stance; Butch had his guard up.

“Dread was ruler of Rock Kingdom, a long time ago, until his plan to rid his
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