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Five-year-old Princess Kimmi flew over her kingdom— over the fortress and the treacherous, un-climbable mountain, the waterless beach, the lake which had been drained dry by the evil mom-ster because 'it's too cold to swim right now'. At the height of her climbing soar, she waved to her trusted council of advisers stationed in the fortress: Barbie, Ken, and Strawberry Shortcake. Quickly, she descended back over the kingdom, then soared over it again, and again, and again, performing her princess-ly duties to watch over it and make sure no danger loomed on boarders.

But there it was! The danger she had been watching for throughout her entire reign! 

One final descent, then she skidded her heals in the dirt and ran to the edge of her kingdom. "STOP THERE, YOU FOUL BEAST!" She shrieked, wielding her longest, straightest sword, taken from the base of tallest tree in her kingdom.

And stop the beast did. "K-kimmi..." 

Kimmi lowered her sword, recognizing the look on her best friend's face, noticing the tears streaming down his round, red cheeks. 

"K-Kimmi, You have to help me. My mom... she won't wake up."

Kimmi glanced back at the kitchen window, where her own mom had just been washing dishes. Her carefully observant face had vanished, perhaps to switch the laundry around, or some other brief task. 

Kimmi took the hand of her six-year-old best friend, "C'mon, Rollan', I'll help you wake her up. Did she take too much medicine again?" 

Rolland nodded, his green eyes wide in fear and sorrow.

The two covertly snuck around the little white fence that separated their kingdoms, beginning their mission to wake the dreaded sleeping mom-ster. Kimmi knew it was a dangerous mission, but such dangers were her responsibility as the princess.

They quietly entered the dark, dreary cave in which Rolland lived with the mom-ster and the evil step-sorcerer. The step-sorcerer would be away at this hour, brewing his potions or whatever he did during the day, but he would be back soon; Kimmi knew because this was always the time that the mom-ster would come and capture Prince Rolland and lock him away in the dungeon. Prince Rolland was only ever free in the two brief hours between their arrival home from school and when the step-sorcerer would come back.

The prince and princess journeyed further and further into the cave. The floor was littered with empty bottles, crumpled junk food wrappers, dirty laundry, and toys Rolland hardly ever felt like playing with. Princess Kimmi nearly tripped twice on the short journey to the very innards of the cave, the lair of the mom-ster.

Rolland had been right in claiming the mom-ster was in a deep sleep. She was sprawled out on the mattress in the corner of the deepest cavern of the cave, an empty bottle of poison in one hand, where it had poured what little remained of its stinky contents onto the mattress.

Kimmi could see the mom-ster's many bottles of medicine on the dresser beside the mattress. Some were open, but she knew better than to touch them. You should only take medicine when you're sick, or you will become a sleeping troll like Rolland's mom-ster.

Rolland tip-toed over to the sleeping beast and poked it, then shook it slightly.

It made a deep, growling noise and both children jumped back a few steps. 

"She's been like that since I got home." Rolland whispered tearfully, "I don't know what to do. If Willy gets home before she wakes up... he's gonna be real mad! I don't want him to be mad, Kimmi! He screams and hits and grabs..." 

He was crying and Kimmi didn't know what to do. She worriedly patted his dirty, curly blond hair. "Would you wather Willy be mad, er your mom?" Kimmi asked, serious now; this wasn't a game anymore.

"Mom. She'll only cuss and stomp around. She never hits me." He sniffled, wiping his nose on his dirty shirt.

"Otay, then. Here's what we're gonna do! Go get the biggest cup you can find from the kitchen! I'll meet you in the bathroom." Kimmi went to where she knew Rolland's bathroom was, from many other past missions into the cave. 

Carefully, she climbed the toilet, up to the where she could reach the sink faucet. 

Rolland returned with a recycled convenient store cup. 

Kimmi turned on the tap and filled the cup, then handed it back to Rolland and climbed back off the toilet. "C'mon!"

The two children tiptoed back to Rolland's mother's bedroom. Kimmi gave Rolland a nudge toward the mattress, "Pour it on her face, then run and hide.” she said, "I'm gonna run home so I won't be here when he gets home." 

She'd been here once when the mean man arrived, and she wasn't willing to do it again. "Good luck, Prince Rolland. God's Pee." She wasn't sure what that meant, but she'd seen it on one of her Daddy's war movies, and this was war!

She hugged him because, you know, usually when someone says that, the person they say it to isn't seen for the rest of the movie. So, she probably wouldn't see him for another two hours.

Rolland slowly inched his way over to his sleeping mom, took a deep breath, and tossed the cup of water right in her face. 

She came up screaming bad words and slashing about with her long, fake fingernails, but that's all Kimmi saw, because she tore out of that house as quickly as her skinny little legs would take her. Rolland followed her as far as the kitchen, and she was aware of him ducking into one of the empty cupboards. Kimmi threw open the door and darted over to her own yard just as Rolland's stepfather pulled his rusty grey car into the driveway.

"Kimber Miesha Lucas! What have I told you about leaving the yard!" Her mother came stomping out of the front door and pulled her inside by her wrist.
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BACK INSIDE THE CAVE, Rolland huddled in his cupboard— one of his many usual hiding places— as his mom stomped through the house, calling his name and screaming curses. His heart pounded as she got closer, but he was pretty sure she didn't know where he was. 

He was right; the sound of the fridge slamming open and closed and the hiss of a bottle opening told him she was just after another beer. 

Another door banged open and closed and a male voice joined that of his mother's as they screamed at one another. Rolland’s step-dad was home. The mission was a failure; the two grown-ups ended up fighting, after all. And Rolland was stuck in the cupboard— hidden and cramped, but relatively safe, if he ignored the shiny black spider that was his only company.
The screaming went on forever, long past time for supper. Rolland's stomach threated to reveal his location, but he was getting used to going without supper. 
Ever since Willy had moved in two months ago, and Rolland's mom had started drinking and taking medicine to get over the headaches that drinking gave her... Ever since Willy came into their life, things had been bad. 

Nothing felt right, anymore. Home didn't feel like home; it was just a cave of darkness. 

Willy liked to hit, and push, and grab Rolland around his arm where it hurt really bad. He was constantly saying and doing mean things to Rolland. Willy said he was 'toughing the little faggot up' and 'making the rat into a real man'. Rolland wasn't sure what a 'faggot' was, but it sounded a good bit like 'maggot', which was a kind of little worm that sometimes lived on some of the filthier dishes in the kitchen sink when Rolland's mom had been sleeping from pills and drink for many days. Rolland didn't think it was nice to call someone anything that sounded like those gross little critters.

There came a thud of flesh on flesh and Rolland winced. He knew that sound. It meant someone had punched someone else. 

Then there came the harder thump of flesh hitting wall and Rolland quivered. That was the sound caused by a really hard push. 

Rolland knew that Willy was hurting his mom- and not the other way around, which was also common- because Rolland's mom wasn't strong enough to push Willy into a wall... especially when she had taken too much medicine, like today.

Rolland's mom's screams grew louder than they had ever been before. She wasn't screaming words anymore, just long, drawn-out wails. 

Rolland put his hands over his ears and wished he could go somewhere, anywhere else. 

Oh, what he would do to get away from here at this moment!

BANG!! BANG-BANG!!!

Rolland jumped. 

That was new. 

Was that a gun?!

Tears rolled down Rolland’s cheeks as he hugged his knees to his chest to keep from running. 

Slowly, he rocked back and forth. 

Was his mom okay? 

Was Willy coming after him now? 

His shoulders shook with restrained sobs and he continued to rock. 

Back and forth, back and forth, back and forth. 

He had to get out of that cupboard! 

He needed to check on his mom... But Willy was out there! 

Willy was possibly coming for him now... with a gun! 

Rolland needed to run! 

But, to do so would be to risk Willy seeing him! 

If only he could escape without ever leaving the cupboard...
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ROLLAND SUDDENLY FOUND himself standing in the middle of a forest. Evergreen Pines loomed around him in all directions! He had never seen so many trees! Or heard so many strange birds! Or smelt so many brightly colored flowers.

"W-where am I? He asked, turning in a circle, "H-how did I get here?" 

Suddenly, he stopped turning. 

He wasn't alone. 

A little ways away from him was a tall, beautiful woman in a long, golden dress. Around her shoulders was wrapped a thick, red cloak. Her black hair flowed in waves to her hips. On her brow perched a delicate golden crown.

Her red lips parted in a brilliant smile. "Hello there. What is your name, my child?" She stepped towards him, her hand outstretched.

"Rolland." He answered, "Where am I? How did I get here?" He repeated, louder this time.

"Well, Rolland, I'm not sure how you came to be here, but you are in the Realm of Althea. More specifically, we are in the kingdom of Daigrove. Stunning, isn't it?" She glanced around, sadly. 

Truly, Rolland could think of no better word. He was stunned by the otherworldly beauty around him; it was like nothing he’d ever seen before. Trees as tall as the buildings in the city grew so close together they blocked out most of the sunlight. Strange sounds echoed around him, like the birds outside his window every morning but different... glowers and vines and mushrooms of beautiful colors grew everywhere! All around him! He’d never seen so much nature— aside from on TV, but even on television, he’d never seen nature like this... 

"I fear it may not be so for much longer.”

“Why not?” Rolland asked, sadly. What a pity, to lose such pretty plants... 

“We shall have a new king, soon, and he shall be a cruel ruler, with little heart for the world around him. My husband, the previous king, was murdered a fortnight hence, and his vile brother will soon take over. You see, our laws would dictate that I continue ruling, if only the king had left me with an heir to rule after I am dead... But there is none. We were never so blessed. I fear I cannot bear children at all... But, my husband’s brother, my brother-in-law, has a son, a very suitable future ruler. He’s young, yet; there’s hope he can be schooled to be a righteous king. However, there are many years between now and then, and I fear if his father is to be named king, our people and land alike will suffer greatly. He has little regard for either... little regard for anyone but himself..."

"But what does that have to do with me?" Rolland asked, slowly taking one step after another toward the rambling woman.

"I'm not sure if it has anything to do with you, Dear Child. All I know is that I was here, in the Wishing Woods, wishing there was some way I could prevent the tragedies I have foreseen from taking place, and— the next thing I knew— you were standing before me...”

Slowly, the woman paced in a circle around Rolland, surveying him in a way that felt strange. He couldn’t remember an adult ever paying so much attention or concern to him... 

“You look a bit like my late husband, you know... He had curly blond hair and eyes as green as the pines, just as you do. You could easily pass for his heir— if only I could account for your whereabouts and absence for the past... how old are you? Five, six?" She touched a long, skinny finger to her lips.

"Six." Rolland answered, confused by her little speech.

"Hmm... Do you have a family wherever you are from, Rolland? I bet there's a mother and father missing such a sweet little prince like you very, very much...?"

"Not really," He sniffled, "They only ever scream and fight. I don't have a real dad, but my step-dad is mean. He hits and pushes and grabs where it hurts. My mom drinks and takes medicine and sleeps all the time."

"No one to miss you... You never knew your real father... very intriguing... very intriguing, indeed..." There was something about her steps as she continued to pace that suggested she was so light she could just float away at any moment.

"Kimber would miss me." He said, feeling offended that she would think he had no one, in his entire world, who would miss him.

"And who is this Kimber you speak of?" She stopped circling and stood before him once more.

"My best friend." He answered, crossing his arms, "We've been best friends since forever. She would cry if I went away and never came back."

"Hmm," The woman touched her finger to her lips again and looked up into the sky, "Very well, I'll tell you how to go home, Little Rolland, but you have to promise to return, to help me with my problems. Every night in your Realm, you will return here to live in mine. You will be my heir and will be prince of my kingdom, and someday king. Perhaps someday, when you are all grown up, you might bring this Kimber here, and live here with her permanently. If that is what she wishes, of course. Do you agree?" She smiled at him expectantly.

"Um... okay. But how will I come back? I don’t know how I got here this time!"

"Oh, don't fret about that, Dear One. These are the Wishing Woods! They will hold you to your word! Now, all you must do is close your eyes, and wish to go home. Wish really, really hard. Go ahead, wish to go home, Little Rolland. I'll see you tomorrow, son."

And, so he did. He closed his eyes, and knowing he'd be back to this beautiful Realm and his loving new mom soon, Rolland wished to go back to his own, nightmarish world, so that he could be with his friend, Kimmi.
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WHEN HE OPENED HIS eyes, Rolland was in the cupboard once more— only, he could tell quite some time had passed. 

There were loud footsteps in his house. Too many. There was the buzzing voices of walkie-talkies and loud, unknown voices. 

Through the crack between the cupboard doors, Rolland could see flashing blue lights.

Suddenly, the doors opened, and he peered out, into two faces— a man and a woman. 

The man put his walkie-talkie to his mouth and radioed, "We found him, John. He was hiding in a kitchen cupboard."

The woman leaned into the cupboard, scooped up his trembling body and carried him out of the house, cooing, "It's okay, Sweetie. I gotcha. You're gonna be okay, Kiddo." Over and over.

Outside, the sky was growing dark and his Grandma's car was pulled up, along with five cop cars and another solid black one. 

Rolland caught one glimpse of Willy sitting in the back of one of the cop cars before he was handed over to his Grandma. He didn’t even look up to meet Rolland’s scared gaze...

As she was putting him into his Grandma’s smelly old car, Rolland waved to Kimmi and her Mom and Dad, who were hugging each other on the front doorstep, all looking very surprised and sad.

Rolland wasn't so worried, though. He would see Kimmi in school tomorrow and tell her everything. 

And, someday, they would go away to Althea, together, and live happily ever after...
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One 

––––––––
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"THE DIVORCE WENT THROUGH yesterday," Kimber Lucas said in a defeated tone, tears stinging her eyes, "It's final; my life as I've always known it is officially over." She swapped her bulging backpack to the other shoulder with a grunt, and kicked an empty coke bottle three or four yards down the sidewalk as she walked home with her best friend since childhood, Rolland Pierce. "I guess Mom can finally marry Todd. The replacement won't be a bastard after all. I just know she's going to make me move with her to his house, since ours is too small for all of us. I swear, if I have to share a room with that snotty brat of his, I'll kill myself! I'll legit hang myself from the rafters!"

"Why don't you spend the evening with me and my grandma? Maybe some space will help you clear your mind?" Rolland said in his quiet, thoughtful voice, "I need some help on this geometry homework, anyway." He stuck his hands in his pocket, and took a turn at kicking the bottle as they came up on it again. It traveled about five yards this time.

They were passing the sorry excuse for their neighborhood playground; both teenagers instinctually avoiding looking too hard at it. You never knew what drug deal, hook up, or beat down was going on in the dark corners of the 're-devoted' empty lot. Children didn't play there; they never had. A group of boy scouts from the suburbs had come into the inner city and created the hellhole as a community project a few years back to earn their 'eagle scout' titles. Druggies, dealers, and hookers had claimed it practically the next day. Kimber and Rolland had been ten and eleven; young enough to get their hopes up for the park, and old enough to understand why their hopes were crushed.

"How is your grandma doing? Didn't she have an appointment yesterday with that specialist?" Kimber glanced up into his green, sorrowful eyes. He didn't have to answer her question. "Shit. Here I am whining and bitching about my lame problems. Dad's been gone for a year and a half; Mom's been practically living with Todd for that entire time. It's all old news. Oh no! I might have to move to a huge, clean house in the suburbs! It's the end of the world!" She waved her arms, causing a few fellow pedestrians to glance at her wearily, assessing her mental stability and gauging the possibility that she might go postal. "I'm so damn self-centered. Forgive me, Ro."

"Of course. There’s nothing to forgive.” 

"Now, tell me what's up with your grandma." She had to look up, up, up to catch his green eyes again. Rolland was taller than any other in their class, at a staggering six-foot-six, while Kimber was the shortest girl, at a tiny five foot even.

"The Doc says she doesn't have much longer. He tried to talk her into going back into the hospital, but she won't leave me to fend for myself. She says she can last at least until I turn eighteen so that child services can't touch me once she's... gone. Her will takes care of me that... I just can't bear to think about it, though. She keeps trying to talk to me. She's so rational and accepting. I feel like someone's putting a plastic bag over my head every time she brings it up, though. But, I know she'll last until my eighteenth birthday, even though the doctors are skeptical, just because she's so damned hard-headed." He chuckled, humorlessly.

This time, Kimber kicked the bottle. It only went two yards before rolling off the sidewalk, into a sewage drain, effectively ending their unofficial game. "I'm so sorry, Ro."

Rolland shook his head, making his unkempt blond waves dance back and forth, "Don't be.” He sighed, “It's this place we call Earth. It sucks for most people, and I am no exception. I can’t imagine how I’ll be any more mature in a few months than I am right now, and yet, she hangs on, struggling through her pain, to live for me— to provide for me— so that I go to school every day and learn shit I’ve either known for years or will never need to know at all, when I could be working and making money and supporting her, if she wasn’t so damned stubborn! She’ll be the death of us both, before the cancer gets the chance. And to what end? I won’t finish, anyway. She won’t last long enough for me to get my diploma, since I’m behind a year... It’s all so arbitrary... all these things she’s waiting for, all the laws and rules and bullshit regarding wills and inheritance... this world makes it impossible to afford to live or die, it seems..."

"Got-Damn! So deep, bruh!" Kimber pushed against Rolland's shoulder with her own, trying to lighten the mood. 

The two turned on to the street that led to Rolland's grandmother's townhouse.

As soon as they walked through the front door to Rolland's grandmother's faded yellow and white kitchen, Kimber went straight to the phone hanging on the wall by the staircase and called her mom. Her spending the afternoon at Rolland's was not a rare occurrence, so it wasn't as much a matter of getting permission as just telling her mother where'd be so that she wouldn't worry. 

In under a minute, Kimber and Rolland were poking their heads into the living room at the back of the house to say hello to his gaunt grandmother, and then racing up the staircase to his bedroom.

"Man the playlist, Ro." Kimber ordered, jumping on his bed and sitting criss-cross-apple-sauce at the head, "Give me something... energetic." 

She began taking out textbooks while Rolland fished out his blutooth speaker from the drawer and plugged it into his cheap smartphone. Fast, angry lyrics and a sick beat soon flooded the small bedroom.

"Shall we jump straight into the geometry, or warm up on some literature first, my dearest Rolland?" Kimber affected her best impersonation of a classy Brit, obviously throwing in her vote for literature.

Rolland sat on the foot of his bed, also criss-cross, and faced her. "Kim, it's Friday; can I just vote for procrastination?"

"Tsk, tsk. I'm so disappointed in you!" she grinned and kicked the backpacks off the bed.

This was the sort of friendship Rolland and Kimber had; everything was relaxed and completely understood. After nearly eleven years of friendship, they could practically hold a conversation without either of them opening their mouths. 

So, when Kimber met Rolland's gaze and held it for several moments, she knew what he was going to ask before he even asked it. She sighed, "No, I'm not okay. I'm not happy right now. It's fake. I know this isn't as big a tragedy as I'm making it out to be, but... my heart is just shattered. I can't seem to be able to put it back together. I don't even want my parents to get back together. Maybe I did, at first, but I can see now that this divorce is best for both of them. They're so much happier apart. And, as for Todd, he treats my mom like a queen. His daughter's not that bad... I mean, I'd never have anything to do with her under any other circumstances, but... You don’t get to pick your family, right? They are all so happy about the baby coming... Dad has a new woman in his life, too, from what I see on Facebook... I don't really even care, to be honest. He and I were never close. I haven’t ever been the stereotypical 'daddy's girl'. Maybe I would have been, if he'd ever been around when I was a kid. I'm not really even losing anything! I'm gaining a step-father and a step-sister and a new baby brother... so why do I feel so... thrown away?”

“It doesn’t sound to me like anyone’s throwing you away, Kim... Even your dad. Didn’t you say your mom wouldn’t let him see you?”

"Yeah,” she sighed, again, “I know I sound pathetic, and I don't even want my old life back, Ro! I... I just want to be able to wake up happy again. At first, I kept expecting for it to happen, but it just... hasn't. And it's been so long now that I'm not even sure it ever will." She could feel the tears stinging her eyes, "Why is it so hard for me to just accept that the world I knew is gone, and learn to love this new one? Or, at least, learn to be happy in it?"

Rolland scooted, wordlessly, around on the bed so he could put his arms around his troubled friend.

They sat like that— Kimber crying silently, Rolland holding her, protectively— for so long Rolland's playlist ran completely out of songs to play. The sun had set, and Kimber knew she would have to call her mom to pick her up soon; they had a strict rule that she never stayed past nine o'clock. Kimber was fairly certain it was Rolland's grandmother's old-fashioned rule, but honestly couldn’t remember which parental figure had instated it, years ago...

Finally, Rolland broke the silence, "Maybe... if this world hurts you so deeply, you should escape it. A change of scenery couldn't hurt. There's no shame in running away from a problem bigger than what you can handle, Kimmi."

"Run away? But where would I go, Rolland? Todd is a cop. They'd find me, anywhere! And what about school? And money! How would we live, Ro?" Kimber shook her head in dismissal, "We’re both minors; we couldn’t rent an apartment or even a hotel room. It's just impractical. We can' run away."

"That's not what I meant, Kimmi. Of course, we can't just run away in the city! We'd be murdered, or worse. Kimmi... do you remember, when we were kids, and we would make up the most outrageous games about other Realms and kingdoms and dragons and magic? I was a prince, and you were a princess."

"Of course, I remember... but I'm not following what you're..." she stared into the deep jungles of his eyes, attempting to pry some meaning from their depths.

"That kingdom became my escape when my stepfather would beat me, and my mother would get high and pass out. We used to make believe and pretend, but then... the night my mom died... I'm not sure how to tell you this so you'd believe me, Kimmi, but suppose for a moment that kingdom was real. Would you go there with me, escape and leave all this behind?" He stared back at her, as if it were a real question... 

"Sure, I would run away to a magical kingdom with you, Ro." She rolled her eyes, "But how could you leave your grandma, with her so sick?"

"I'm nothing but a burden to my grandma, Kimmi. She is in agony, and yet she only stays in this world to watch over me because my junkie of a mother never would. She'd be better off if I left and she could just pass away in peace..."

"Sure, because that could totally happen." Again, Kimber rolled her eyes, ducking out from under Rolland's arm and standing up, off the bed. "We could just leave this world and go to another. Problems solved. Easy-peasy."

"We can." Rolland insisted, "I do. I have every night since my mom died. That kingdom from our childhood games didn't come from my imagination, Kimmi. It's real."

"You've lost your damn mind, Rolland." She said and, horrified by whatever trick her best friend was trying to pull on her, took several steps away from him, until she was standing with her back against his closed door, "Stop this, right now!"

Rolland sighed, his shoulders hunched in a harassed expression, "Just tell me you'd go with me, if by chance any of this were real. I need to know that. But, don't say it unless you really, really mean it."

"Sure, I'd go with you, Ro. You already know I would. And, not just to get away from my crappy home life. I'd go just to be with you." She walked back over to his bed and sat down in front of him, once more. She put her arms around him and attempted to get back to that comforting, easy state they'd been in before all his lunacy.

"That’ll have to be good enough, I guess..." Rolland said, cryptically.
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Two
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Kimber fell asleep in Rolland's arms... Or, at least, that's what it felt like to her at the time. When she opened her eyes again, completely rested, it was early morning— which, wouldn’t have been all that unusual... 

Except that the two of them were no longer in Rolland's bed, or even in his grandma's little townhouse...? 

Blinking the sleep from her eyes and taking account of her puzzling situation, Kimber realized she was somehow on the moss-covered floor of a beautiful wood. 

Kimber leapt to her feet, panic setting in.

Enormous evergreens loomed above the two friends. Strange pink and purple flowered vines curled along the forest floor beneath their feet. Bluish ferns and purple moss carpeted the few visible patches of ground between trees and flowers. About ten yards away bubbled a tiny brook with water as clear as crystal, adding an undertone to the constant chorus of colorful birds above their heads.

"What the fuck...?" Kimber took a step away from Rolland, looking up and around, spinning in slow circles, taking in the surreal forest around her. "Where the fuck are we? How the fuck did we get here?"

"Do you believe me now?" Rolland asked, smiling from ear to ear. 

Kimber was forced to do a double-take; it had been years since she'd seen Rolland smiling so genuinely. His face lit up with the light of the six-year-old prince Kimber had once known...

"Althea." The word breezed past Kimber's lips before she even consciously remembered the name Rolland had years ago given to their imaginary kingdom. "It's real? It's really, really real?” It was impossible to deny it, standing smack-dab in the middle of this fantastically colorful landscape... “Yeah, okay, I believe you, but how did we get here?" She finally forced her eyes from her surroundings to meet Rolland's. She was inexplicably feeling like a child again, as well.

The boyish joy on Rolland's face was replaced by apprehension, "I brought you here. I come here every night, like I said. When it's day here, it's night back home. This wood is where I landed when I first came here, the night my mom died and my stepfather went to prison, eleven years ago. I have enough control of it now to be able to land anywhere in Althea; but, I thought I'd bring you here, first. This is an enchanted forest; the Altheans call it the Wishing Woods."

"But... how? How are you able to just... come here? How is this— any of this— possible?!" Kimber waved her arms to indicate the entire world around them.

Rolland shrugged, "How is our world possible? No one knows; it just is. Astryxia— the queen of Althea ,and my mentor— believes I'm what they call a Realm Jumper, someone who can travel between realms at will. When I move between the two Realms, I can bring with me anything touching my person. I've never done it with another person, before just now, though... Until now, it's only been theoretical. I'm so glad it worked. I've been dreaming of bringing you here for so long..."

"How have you kept all this secret from me?" Kimber asked, deeply hurt by the implications. Rolland had been keeping this secret for eleven years! Kimber had never kept a secret from Rolland, ever.

"I've tried to tell you before, Kimmi. When we were kids, and we played 'Althea'? I told you all those things about this Realm, but I didn't know how to bring you here, so I didn't think you'd believe me. I've just recently gotten confident enough in my own crossing to bring you here. It's really hard to do. At first, Queen Astryxia had me brought here every night by wishing in these enchanted woods. Eventually, I learned to do it on my own— at any time of the day, and land in any part of the kingdom I wished— but I often overshot my intended landing spot, and ended up getting lost. I've only been consistent in bringing myself here for about a year."

"But you've always planned this? You've always planned to bring me here?" 

Rolland nodded. 

"You've always had this plan. and yet you've never told me about it? All our years of our friendship... and you’ve been sitting on this? Planning... plotting... what other plans do you have for me? Is our entire friendship based on lies, Rolland?! I feel like I don't know you, Rolland!"

Rolland took several steps forward, and took Kimber's shoulders in his hands, "Of course you know me, Kimmi."

"No! This is be a huge thing, Rolland! You have this ability— this gift— and you've never told me?! How much of this world is like our games?”

Kimber’s heart raced as her mind dove back through memories over a decade old. They made up so much... most of it so outlandish... it couldn’t all be true... could it?

She held up her fingers and counted off the things she knew, taking inventory to get her barings, “Obviously, there's magic... impossible to accept, but I guess I have no choice, since I was just magically transported between ‘realms’... What about the feuding royal family? The race to find an heir to the throne?"

Rolland nodded and shrugged, confirming. 

“But, what about the dragons? The trolls? The goblins from the mountains? That stuff can’t be real, here, right? We were just kids, making shit up... we watched too many ‘Goosebumps’ episodes... right?”

"It's all true. The rightful king was murdered right before I came here the first time. When I was six. His brother stepped up to take the throne, since he had a son and daughter, Blaze and Bellamhyrra, and the king did not have an heir. However, Queen Astryxia adopted a young boy and claimed him to be her husband's heir. Ever since, there has been a feud within the kingdom as to the legitimacy of the heir and whether he, or Prince Blaze, should be the next king. The adopted prince proved to be a very competent wizard, and for years it was understood that he would be the heir. But then, a few years ago, Prince Blaze was chosen by Lyxdrea- the late King's elderly dragon- to receive one of the few eggs from her last clutch. The adopted prince was also presented to the Queen Dragon, but apparently wasn't suitable to be a dragonrider, because she denied him an egg...” 

Rolland’s gaze grew more and more distant as he rambled on about the political situation, but then seemed to snap back to reality, "But the feud in the royal family is the least of the kingdom’s problems, right now. There have been rumors lately of an impending attack from the distant, neighboring kingdom... And, then, there's the constant attacks from the trolls and goblins in the mountains..."

"Rolland! You're early." A woman's voice interrupted Rolland's captivating monologue on the state of affairs of this kingdom Kimber had been imagining her entire life. Up until that moment, Kimber had been caught up in a sort of hypnosis of fascination. When she spun around, she found an older woman, dressed in a gold and red gown that swept along the moss-covered forest floor. She had hair as black as night that flowed down to her waist. An intricate diadem rested atop her brow. 

"Oh!" the woman stopped short, her eyes finding Kimber, "By the Egg!" 

With an odd grace, she moved toward Kimber. She grabbed Kimber's hand from where it had rested on her hip and shook it vigorously, "You must be Kimmi! Oh, I've heard so much about you, from my Rolland, that I feel as though I've known you your entire life! I am so glad to finally meet you, My Child! I am Queen Astryxia. Welcome to our land!"

Suddenly, she rounded on a once-again grinning Rolland, "Rolland! Why did you not tell me you were bringing Kimmi, at last! And why now, at a time like this..."

"I didn't know I'd be bringing her today," Rolland chuckled, coming over to put his arm around Kimmi, "It was a last-minute decision on my part. Completely spur-of-the-moment... Kimmi was having a hard time adjusting to the idea of her mother getting re-married, and I thought she needed an escape..."

"Oh! But you should have brought her straight to the castle!" she fretted, glancing around.

Rolland was still chuckling in a manner Kimber had nearly-never witnessed before, "I thought I'd bring her into the loop slowly. You know, not overwhelm her."

"Mother!?" Kimber was definitely feeling overwhelmed.

"Queen Astryxia found me when I first came here, like I said. She took me under her wing and raised me as her own child during my time here. She is more of a mother to me than my real mother ever was. Maybe even more so, than my Grandma. She's taught me everything I know about magic, and raised me to be... well, who I am, today." He wrapped his other arm around Queen Astryxia. It was a lop-sided arrangement, since Astryxia was quite a bit taller than Kimber. "I know you two will get along great, once you get to know each other..."

"Well that won't be happening, since you are taking me back to our world right now!" Kimber ducked out from under Rolland's arm, and stalked back to the spot at which they had first arrived in the Wishing Woods, dejected. 

"Um, Kimmi, I can't do that. I made a promise years ago that I would perform my duties here every night. I can't go back to our world until sundown here. You'll just have to wait. What's one night, right? We can tell your mom and my grandma we went to a party, or something. Sure, we'll be in a little trouble, but don't you think it's worth it?" He smiled kindly at her, "Look around you, Kimmi! You used to love the idea of Althea. Why don't you look around, explore, give it a chance? It's really just a few hours in our world..."

"It's not staying in this world that is unacceptable to me, Rolland! It's staying here with you! You lied to me! For years!" She hissed, wishing the imposing queen would leave and give them some space.

"I never lied to you, Kimmi! I just... never told you the truth." He lowered his eyes, ashamed.

"Really!? Really, Rolland?! You're going to use that old line on me!?" She crossed her arms across her chest, realizing for the first time that she was still wearing her school uniform of white oxford shirt and knee-length, navy pleated skirt. She looked ridiculous here in this enchanted wood, with Astryxia in her gorgeous gown and Rolland in his... "What are you wearing?! Where did your uniform go?!" 

He was wearing a golden tunic with deep red stitching and embroidery around the collar, tucked into thick brown slacks, which were tucked into brown leather boots that laced up to the top of his calf. Leather gloves laced up over the sleeves of the tunic a few inches past his wrist. At his waist was belted a sheath containing an embellished sword.

Rolland dodged the question, "Look, I didn't want to keep this secret from you, Kimmi! I just didn't know how to tell you... and every year that passed it got harder and harder... And then, you grew up and stopped pretended with me and Althea slipped from your mind... and it became damn-near impossible! Think back to a few moments ago, back in my room, when I finally did tell you! Did you believe me? NO! You said I was crazy!"

Kimber swallowed down the edged response that first came to mind, in favor of: "I still haven't ruled that out..." She growled, "Fine, I'll stay... But, you have to get me something more appropriate to wear than my lousy school uniform."

"I believe that is where I come back into the picture." Astryxia clapped her hands together in front of her bosom, glowing with elation, "I'm sure we can find you something at the castle, Dear! You are close to the same size as Princess Bellamhyrra’s handmaid, if a bit shorter. Bellamhyrra makes sure her girls are well-dressed, of course! I'm also sure some of page’s combat trousers could be made to fit you for today, if you’d prefer... Should you choose to come back— and let me say that nothing would make me happier, My Dear— we would have you an entire wardrobe tailored, and even secure you your own quarters in the castle..."

"You live in a castle?!" She asked Rolland, surprised that a boy from the inner city in her world could possibly hold such an importance to this one.

"Why, of course he does, Dear!" the queen answered before Rolland could get the opportunity, then continued before she could see the warning look from Rolland, "Where else would the crowned prince live?!"
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Of course! 

Of course, Rolland was the little boy discovered by Queen Astryxia. Of course, he was the child she had claimed to be the heir of the late king. Of course, he was the prince! Kimber couldn't believe she didn't put the pieces together sooner! It simply hadn’t clicked until that moment. She would have put it together quicker— clever as she was— had she not been in a state of shock from being unwittingly transported to a strange land.  

Kimber walked slowly along, dazed, with Rolland's arm behind her shoulders to guide her. He was giving her time to process these recent events and information, in peace, and speaking quietly with the queen at his other side. 

They followed the little crystal-clear brook, until they reached the edge of the Wishing Wood and exited onto a long— but narrow— field of brilliantly green grass that rippled like waves in the breeze. 

Across the field— about two football fields away— was a giant castle that seemed to gleam in the rising sunshine. The magnificence of the sight drew Kimber up short; it was everything she had ever dreamed of.

"Daigrove Castle!" Once again, the name came back to Kimber before she even remembered it. In their childhood games, the castle had been substituted with Kimber’s wooden swing-set and slide structure— built by her father for her fifth birthday. It was a poor substitute, now that Kimber was seeing the real thing— a rickety, dangerous thing that fell apart when she was eight. 

Neither Rolland nor Astryxia acknowledged Kimber's exclamation of their location; the trio continued to trudge toward Daigrove Castle. 

It was the single largest structure Kimber had ever seen in her life. Sure, the buildings downtown in the city where she and Rolland lived were tall— they could be classified as skyscrapers; but, not only was Daigrove Castle tall— perhaps two dozen stories- but, looking at it from the angle they had emerged from the Wishing Woods, Kimber could tell it was also wide, as well as long. She couldn't imagine how many rooms it must hold, or how many servants must be employed by the royal family to keep a structure so large operational...

Above the tallest tower of the castle, though, loomed the dark mountains. 

Kimber cringed to think of what they housed. If everything they had dreamt up as children really existed here in this Realm— and Rolland had claimed exactly that— there would be colonies of devious goblins, clans of deadly trolls... and so, so many other monsters... 

Once, the kids had pretended to fight off swarms upon swarms of evil pixies with tiny— but lethal— swords, and screams that made your ears bleed.

Suddenly, Kimber wished she had been a normal little girl, who could have just played with dolls and puppies and traded unicorn stickers with the neighborhood girls... But no! She had to go and be the weirdo who pretended dragons and monsters and other Realms with the class loner-boy... Clearly, her father had been right— no good had come of her wanting to play in the dirt with little boys.

The trio were nearing the front gates of the castle. Two guards stood watch in front of the giant wooden doors. 

One of the guards— the younger of the two—  raised his eyebrows at the sight of Kimber, but did not ask questions. They both simply nodded to Kimber and Rolland, bowed to the queen, and opened the gates.

Inside the gates, they entered a beautiful courtyard, with a path made of shiny, off-white stones leading up to the actual structure of the castle. All around the path bloomed millions of strange flowers. Other, smaller paths lead off of the main one, but they took none of them.

Over the tops of the flowering bushes, and between two trees full of pale lavender blooms, Kimber could make out a fountain made of the same elegant white stone and shaped exquisitely to resemble a pair of dragons in flight, their tails entwined. Out of their mouths, instead of fire, flowed a steady stream of water each, which met in the middle to flow down to the pool below. 

Kimber would have been more than glad to stray from the path to the castle to examine it closer, but Rolland's arm on her shoulders urged her onward.

At last, they reached the door of the castle- which opened with no initially apparent cause as they near it. 

Once they stepped into the grand foyer, however— and Kimber's eyes had a moment to adjust to the lower lighting— she found that the door had, in reality, been opened by two young women in plain smocks: Lady’s Maids. 

To one side of the Lady’s Maids stood a gruff old man. Stooped over by his large hump, he was even shorter than Kimber as he stood leaning against a wooden staff which was topped in a green gem. He was draped in thick, dark gray robes and cloak. The old man couldn't have been younger than eighty— with a large plain of bald head encircled by stringy white hair that hung past his shoulders, and eyebrows so thick they looked like furry little caterpillars— but his pure white eyes burned with a clarity that suggested he could see just fine.

Almost immediately, the man's milky eyes locked with Kimber's. It was unsettling how they bore into her with such intensity. "Kimber. At last you join us." The man's gravelly, grave voice stated. "I am Qriidus, advisor to the royal family." 

He stepped forward to take Kimber's hand. She held it out to him; he grasped it, but did not shake it. He only continued to stare eerily into her eyes.

"Nice to meet you," Kimber mumbled apprehensively. 

Finally, Qriidus released her hand; and, with only one more moment of eye contact, looked away, toward Queen Astryxia. Kimber felt his eyes leave hers, as though there had been an actual, tangible link between them while their eyes were connected.

"Your Highness," Qriidus addressed the queen, "I bring news from the Hold. Inaria has selected a young peasant boy to receive one of her remaining eggs."

Astryxia clapped her hands in front of her bosom, "Such joyful news for such a joyful morning! Which one?"

"The large green one, Your Majesty," Qriidus responded, not sharing Astryxia's enthusiasm, "The boy is only twelve. He will not make a decent soldier for years."

"Oh, but they will grow together, Qriidus. We have plenty soldiers. Inaria is a wise dragon; I'm sure she chose the perfect match for her offspring." Queen Astryxia gathered her gown and began her delicate, gliding pace once more, heading to the staircase in front of them. "We must find some suitable attire for young Kimmi, Sir Qriidus. You may accompany us, if you have anything else to share."

Kimber and Rolland followed behind Astryxia, with Qriidus indeed bringing up the rear. 

"Dragons!" Kimber exclaimed to Rolland in a whisper as they walked.

Rolland laughed, "Yes, dragons. Would you like to see them, after we find you something to wear?"

"Bruh!? You have to ask?!" Kimber replied, sarcastically feigning offense, "Dragons!!!” She nearly squealed, again, this time more quietly and to herself. Dragons had always been her favorite part of the games when they were children. She would pretend to fly on one while on her swings...

"Here we are!" Astryxia pushed open an ornate door and held it open for her three followers. 

Kimber stepped through to find a lavish bedroom the size of her entire house back in her world. In one corner was a magnificent bed covered in decadent furs. A wardrobe and mirror were housed in the other corner.

Another servant swept over to them, this one adorned in an admittedly much more immaculate frock of higher quality fabric than the ones they’d seen downstairs, but still covered in the apron that made her station obvious, "Your Highnesses?" she addressed the Queen and Rolland, bowing, "Princess Bellamhyrra is out at the moment. She said she would be back from the training field for noon meal."

"Thank you, Cylla. However, we are not here to speak to Bellamhyrra," Astryxia waved a hand at Kimber and she stepped forward, "This is Kimmi. She is a dear friend of Prince Rolland. She shall need to borrow something to wear for today. As you can see, she is a very... slightly built woman, like yourself. You would be compensated very well, of course...”

“It would be my honor to clothe a friend of the royal family, My Queen!” Cylla blushed, dipping into another curtsey, “I do not own much, though, Your Majesty... just my working frock and my training gear.” 

“You’re training?” Kimber asked, “What for?”

“I was chosen for an egg from Cuzzix and Aceterai’s most recent clutch, milady. My fledgling, Ixytaia, is nearing her first flight.”

“Wow! Congratulations!” Kimber gushed. She couldn’t even imagine the honor and glory of riding a dragon in flight!

The Queen returned everyone in the room back to the matter at hand, “If you could lend your training gear, just for today, Esteemed Rider Cylla,” She winked at the young girl, “We will gift you a new set, as well as a set of nice attire for the many events you’ll be expected to attend, as a rider. Does this sound acceptable?”

"Of course, Your Highness. I am honored!" Cylla bowed once again, flushed, and stepped quickly over to a wooden door in the corner of the room that Kimber hadn’t taken note of until now. 

She stepped inside, and then returned, a stack of folded cloth and leathers in hand. "If you could follow me, Miss Kimmi," she said, carrying the stack over to an arching doorway, framed in thick, violet drapes.

Kimber followed and found herself in a small but luxuriously furnished that appeared to be a primitive version of a bathroom, except that there was no shower or bathtub. In one corner was a chamber pot, and in the other was a golden desk with a basin that obviously served as a sink. A large, ornate mirror hung above it and a small stool topped in a cushion made from the same fabric as the drapes was sat in front.

Cylla spoke up, "Do you need help out of those clothes, milady?"

"What?! Nooo..." Kimber blushed, awkwardly. She was  shocked to realize that the girl just seemed to expect her to get naked right in front of her... but when in Rome, they say... she began unbuttoning her oxford top. 

"That's just as well," Cylla admitted, meekly, "I'm not sure if I would be of much help, at all. I have never seen such attire! You must have traveled from a great distance. Your dress is so... exotic!"

"Uhhh, yeah, you could say that..." Kimber mumbled. 

“And your accent! It is so... different. Relaxed?”

“Huh? Well, yeah, I mean, you and the queen and that Qriidus guy all sound kind of British or Scottish or something... I guess I do sound different to you...”

Cylla giggled, “Just a bit, Milady. Though, I am not familiar with this ‘British or Scottish’. Are British and Scottish other kingdoms? Is that where you are from? How far is that from Daigrove?”

“Uh, yeah... Britain and Scotland... but yeah, they’re other... kingdoms. Very, very far away. I am from even further way than there.”

“Whoa,” Cylla gawked at Kimber, astonished to the point of speechlessness. 

Kimber mentally noted that the fact that she and Rolland were from another world was obviously privileged information.

Kimber removed her plaid skirt and folded it and her shirt and placed them neatly on the desk. 

Then, she took the offered tunic and trousers from Cylla’s arms.

Cylla covertly examined the skirt.

“I guess my clothes probably seem very immodest to you, huh?” Kimber asked, feeling a little embarrassed. “You have to understand— where I’m from, those skirts are seen as puritanical...” Cylla’s blank stare told Kimber she didn’t know what the word meant, so she added, “Very modest. Only girls in school wear them. They’re symbolic of childhood and innocence.”

"I was not thinking anything of the sort,” Cylla protested, “I wouldn’t dare judge a lady for her attire... especially when that attire is so... interesting and beautiful. Such unusual fabric..." She said, slightly in awe as her eyes were still glued to the folded skirt, "I wonder how this design was made... My mother is one of the seamstresses for the royal family," She explained, "but this design would be far outside of her ability to reproduce. Are you a Princess in your land, Miss Kimmi? Surely, you must be someone of nobility to wear such." She froze, "Or is it not my place to ask?"

"Um," Kimber finished lacing the top of the trousers. Apparently, buttons were not common here. "No, I'm not a Princess. Skirts like that are considered plain clothing, where I'm from." She took the boots from Cylla and sat down on the stool to lace them. "Seriously, like almost all schoolgirls wear the same outfit. I'm going to need help with that corset..." Kimber stated, "I’ve never worn one before. We don't have those where I'm from— not anymore. I’ve seen them in old paintings, and on historical dramas,” she chuckled, “but no one wears them, anymore.”

“Intricate fabrics as commoner's clothing, skirts cut up to the knee, and no corsets? What strange attire your people wear!" Cylla smiled, wistfully, but then cringed, "I ache to imagine how far you must have traveled, Miss Kimmi. I always have hated travel; it's so very tiresome." 

Cylla had Kimber raise her arms and slipped the untied corset around her waist, then began lacing it up with practiced fingers.

"It wasn't so bad," Kimber mumbled, "Please, if you don't mind, call me Kimber. Ro- I mean, Prince Rolland is really the only person who calls me Kimmi, anymore. I've been meaning to correct the queen, as well, before she spreads that name all over the kingdom and I am stuck with it while I am here."

Cylla tugged the laces tight— but not unbearably so— then, tied the laces together. "There you go, then, Lady Kimber." She smiled, "What would you like for me to do with your clothing? Have you been given quarters in the castle?" She asked as she gathered up the stack of clothing.

"Um, no. I don't know how long I'll be staying. Could you, uh, just put them in Rolland's quarters for now?" It was the first place Kimber could think of, but she wasn't sure if this perhaps went against some rule of etiquette in this primitive land; and, to make matters worse, in her haste, she forgot to add the 'Prince' in front of Rolland's name.

Cylla wordlessly raised her eyebrows, as the guard had
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