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			Chapter One

			Years ago, someone told me our world was like an onion. One solid mass comprised of several very fine layers. If you were to gently peel away each layer, you would find an identical one beneath. And another beneath that one, and so on. Each layer, as it peeled away, would look the same, but if you looked very closely, you would notice subtle differences. Variants in the cells, or the size, even the smell. In comparison with the earth, each layer represented a dimension. Each one existing simultaneously, finely overlapping the other. 

			This idea never really appealed to me, sounding fanciful and scientific, like a sci-fi fairytale. Not something anyone would actually give credence to. The earth is filled with many mysteries; this just seemed to be another wonder to add to the never ending list.

			How wrong I was not to believe.

			I begin this journal late at night. I’m sitting on the floor in my bedroom, leaning against my bed. The screen of my laptop illuminates my room…the only light in my darkened chamber. After dark I arrived home and declined my mother’s request that I try to eat a bite before I retire. I wanted to rush into the kitchen and hug her tight, but I dared not give in to the urge for fear I may never let her go. Though I’d only left home this morning and been gone the entire day, my adventure had taken me away for what felt like weeks. Indeed, it had been weeks, several, but not here.

			Before I get too carried away with my tale, I should begin as all stories do, at the beginning. I don’t care if it takes me all night to write it down. I must do this while the words and events are still fresh in my mind. I’ll try to recount everything in its proper order and to the best of my ability as it happened. I’m fortunate in this way. You see, I have the gift of recollection. Not only do I have a photographic memory for what I’ve read, but also for whatever words have been spoken…at least for a while, that is. 

			Let me begin.

			My name is Payton Wren. I am fifteen years old. I live in Burlington, Ontario, and my family owns a summer home up north in Trent. This is where I am now. My parents and I have come for our annual summer retreat, as we have every year since I was three years old. Our summer home is on a small private lake just outside of town, with about twenty or so other cottages around it. 

			Today—it’s strange to think of it as still being the same day—is the day I’ll now always think of as the longest day of my life. I remember waking up around seven-thirty, like I usually do. Dad was gone…he’d left for home a couple of days ago. He only gets four weeks of vacation per summer…two in July and two in August. Mom was still asleep, but got up around nine.

			Shortly thereafter, my friend Megan arrived. We hung out at the end of the dock for a while, then she asked if I wanted to go for a walk to see if anybody else was up. I agreed and we headed out after I told Mom we were going.

			We walked down the narrow dirt road and were soon joined by Karena and Kevin. They’re twins, brother and sister. Megan is the same age as me, the twins a year and a half older.

			It all seems so mundane, all the things that happened so long ago this morning. When I got out of bed, I remember the biggest worry on my mind was wondering if Logan would try and hold my hand again.

			Ah yes, Logan. Logan McCullough. The love of my life. He is the hero in this story of mine. My knight in shining armor. I could probably fill a thousand pages with my thoughts about Logan.

			Writing about simpler moments might help me to relax, if I only had the time. I don’t. I need to put things into perspective. Analyze all the information that’s filling up my head, screaming to get out, and make some sense of it all.

			Dad says I’m a storyteller by nature. I started making up my own stories as soon as I could form sentences. When I learned to write I committed them to paper. My parents gave me this laptop for my fifteenth birthday two months ago, and I painstakingly transcribed all of my handwritten stories onto it. They also gave me a four-gig flash drive, which I backed up all my favorites onto. This is worn around my neck, always. Perhaps one day, I’ll take out my treasured stories and read them to my own children, or even my grandchildren. I wonder if they’ll believe what I’m about to write. How many others in this world have had a real adventure like mine and jotted down the tale? Have told stories so fantastic that they could only be entertained as fantasy? Maybe someday my story will be published and shelved alongside Jules Verne, Jonathan Swift, or even Mary Shelly.

			I think I’m ready now.

			Megan, Karena, Kevin, and I all decided to walk into town. After becoming teenagers we’d discovered the town was more exciting than hanging out around the lake. Besides, Logan was there and I was anxious to see him again. I know this might sound childish, but lately we’d taken to playing the game hide and seek. Of course, it was fun when we were little…now it was even better. Especially when Logan let me hide with him.

			We’d played the game yesterday after dinner. Logan’s dad had been working late for the past couple of weeks restoring an old colonial home at the edge of town. Being left on our own was a little thrilling, I must admit. It wasn’t often we got to experience the chance of not being chaperoned. A teenager’s dream.

			Logan’s house is huge and sits on almost an acre of land. The front of the house is set far back on the lot and faces the road. The yard backs on to the Gale River, and an ancient railroad track cuts across it. About a dozen feet from the tracks is an old train station house. About thirty-five or forty years ago, when the trains still ran, people could exit the train and go into the station house. From there their host escorted them to the main house, which back then was like a small hotel, or bed and breakfast. In the winter months when the snow was too high to trudge through, the guests were led into a tunnel, which ran beneath the back lawn. 

			The tunnel is still around today. Logan showed me the entrance to it in his basement. A few years ago we’d grabbed a couple of flashlights and walked down the length of it with his dad. After he’d given his approval of it being safe, Logan and I were given permission to use it as we liked. We set up the station house like our own personal clubhouse. As an initiation into the club, Logan would stand in his basement and get the new member to walk down the tunnel in complete darkness, all the way to the clubhouse, where I’d be waiting to scare the heck out of them. 

			Megan, Karena, and Kevin had all been initiated into our club, along with four other friends at the lake who hadn’t come up yet this year. 

			Logan had grown close to some kids in town over the years. They too had passed the initiation. Since the rest of the club members were only in Trent for the summer, it was good that Logan had some other kids to hang with the rest of the year. Daniel—we call him Dan—is one of them. Jake is another, and then there’s Callie. All of us get along pretty well.

			When Megan and Karena and Kevin and I got to Logan’s house this morning we found him home alone. He invited us in, and we sat around in the big family room for a while. Just when we were thinking we might cruise around in town, Dan and Jake knocked at the door. By this time it was around eleven o’clock, so we decided to walk over to the pizza joint and get something to eat. We didn’t stay out long…the sky was darkening and looked about ready to let loose with rain. 

			When we got back to Logan’s, Callie was there hanging around the porch. Since we’d played hide and seek outside the night before and had a great time, we decided to do it again. By this time it had started sprinkling out, and Megan said she didn’t want to play outside—something about her hair looking like a Brillo pad when it’s damp—so we played inside.

			Logan was “it” first. So much for my wondering whether he would choose me or Callie to hide with him (that’s a whole other story). I had no qualms about climbing the steep, squeaky stairs to the attic. No one else followed me, although this wasn’t unusual considering the variety of places there were to hide in Logan’s house. It’s two and a half stories high and has six bedrooms. Some of the walk-in closets are big enough to be mistaken as bedrooms. 

			Being Logan’s house, it didn’t take him long to track us all down. Callie was now “it.” As she counted, Logan grabbed my hand and we headed toward the basement. I knew he was planning to hide in the tunnel. Callie had hated the tunnel ever since her particularly scary initiation, thanks to yours truly.

			Holding tight to Logan’s hand, I waited while he opened the door that led to the tunnel. We stepped inside and I pulled the door shut. We each grabbed one of the flashlights that were kept on a wooden ledge just inside the entrance, but we didn’t turn them on. I knew the tunnel went straight for about twenty feet before it curved slightly to the left. If anyone were to open the door and peer inside, they’d not see our light once we rounded the corner and walked a few more paces.

			The only thing I was concentrating on at the time was the feel of Logan’s hand, firm and strong, in mine. He led me along in the darkness, his step never faltering. Oh, how I adored him. I would have followed him into the mouth of a volcano if he’d asked it of me.

			Logan stopped halfway through the tunnel. He leaned against the tightly packed dirt wall, letting go of my hand for the first time, and flicked on his flashlight. I felt strangely bereft. I knew that something had changed between us, and I suspected I knew what is was. There had been moments since we’d met up again this summer that I’d caught Logan watching me with a strange look in his eyes. Though I was young, I’d seen that look before. Boys would look at the girls in my high school like that…the girls they liked as more than just friends. 

			Perhaps Logan finally saw me as something more than just his sidekick. Had he noticed how I’d at last begun to fill out my clothes better? I kept my hair shoulder length, which I think suited me, but I’d bought a hair straightener and ran it over my mop of blonde curls to make me look more sophisticated. 

			I stepped away from Logan to stand across from him. My back came in contact with an old barn door that rested against the wall of the tunnel. He laughed when I jumped, forgetting it was there. It being covered with spiders, I’d always tried to avoid touching it. He looked at me strangely again while I was brushing myself off. 

			“What?” I demanded. I wanted him to own up to his feelings. If he cared for me, why did it have to be a game? Was it some kind of guy thing that you never revealed your feelings? I liked him…a lot. And I knew that he knew it. I was more obvious than Megan was with Kevin (her secret crush). Everyone knew I liked him, and I didn’t care.

			“Can I trust you?” he asked. I might have scoffed if he hadn’t suddenly looked so serious. 

			“With your life.” 

			He reached toward me and put his hand on the barn door right over my shoulder. He was practically leaning against me, and I thought in that moment he might kiss me. Never kissed before, I wasn’t sure what to do. Closing my eyes seemed logical, so I did that. But instead of feeling his mouth on mine, I instead heard a scraping sound.

			“Help me with this,” he said, making my eyes fly open with sudden understanding. He wanted to move the barn door.

			I turned around, knowing my face was flaming red, and helped him struggle to heave the heavy door away from the tunnel’s side. At first I was annoyed, but I was also curious. Why would he want to move a door that’d been stored there for probably the last fifty years?

			But then, I saw it.

			Instead of a dirt wall, I saw another tunnel revealed. I gasped in shock. The look on Logan’s face was animated.

			“It’s been here all along, all these years, and no one’s known.” 

			“How’d you find it?” 

			“I discovered it a couple of days ago when I saw a rat run behind the door. I pulled it out a bit and noticed the tunnel. I’ve been waiting for the perfect time to explore it, and now seems as good as any.”

			“Didn’t you tell your dad?” 

			“No. He’s too busy to look through it right now, and you know how he’d make me wait until he gives the all clear before we could go exploring.”

			I couldn’t help but be thrilled Logan had revealed it to me first, yet I was also worried he’d not shown his dad.

			We both shone our flashlights into the long dark interior stretching out before us. The smell was musty, as though we’d opened a long forgotten chamber of a mummy’s tomb.

			His next words I’ll remember as long as I live. If I’d only known then what I know now, I would have run. As far and as fast as I could. Away from that tunnel. Away from Logan.

			“Want to see what’s inside?” were the fateful words. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			We wandered for a while before I started to get worried. I didn’t even have my cell on me to call anyone. All of us left our phones on Logan’s table whenever we played the game, just in case we got a call while trying to hide. “What if this leads to the cemetery?” 

			“We’ll find out soon enough,” Logan assured me.

			Oh, did I forget to mention that Logan’s house was beside the town cemetery? As we walked I had a terrible vision of this tunnel ending up in one of the crypts that sat amongst the many graves. 

			“Maybe we should do this later…like with your dad?” 

			Logan stopped and turned to me. “We won’t be long.” He took my hand in his and began to walk on again without another word. I followed along like a faithful hound. 

			The walls were packed dirt, as was the floor. The only thing different in this tunnel from the other one was the emptiness. Logan’s tunnel was filled with years of old tools and farm equipment, among other things. Not to mention an old barn door that hid a secret passageway.

			Logan stopped suddenly and I walked into him. “What is it?” I asked, but as I spoke I could see the dilemma. The tunnel forked ahead. If we wanted to keep walking we’d have to make a choice. Now I figured Logan would see we had to go back. This tunnel had turned out to be much longer than we’d anticipated, possibly spreading out beneath several streets. If we continued we could get lost. 

			“Let’s take the left,” he said.

			Before I could argue he pulled me along, and I was helpless to disagree. By now I was getting a little frantic. We’d been gone a long time, and I knew the others would be wondering where we went. Although I couldn’t complain that I was having a terrible time…not when I was with Logan. 

			I watched him walk in the shaky light of our flashlights. He was tall, at least six feet, towering over my five feet four. His hair was dark brown and brushed his shoulders in waves. His eyes were so dark they appear almost black. Though slim, he had an awesome six pack, and muscular arms and legs. To me, he looked like a Greek god. On the bright side of things, if we lost our way we could always follow the trail of drool I left behind.

			“I think I see something,” Logan said, after several more twists and turns and forks in the tunnel.

			I looked ahead at what appeared to be a narrow vertical slit in the wall. We had to squeeze through it to get to the other side. Once there, I could see—to my relief—that we weren’t in a crypt. It was a cave. Not a very large cave, but high enough for Logan to stand upright and still have a couple of feet overhead to spare. It was about fifteen to twenty feet wide, and there was a waist high, old stone well sitting directly in the center of it. Logan shone his flashlight around, but then shut it off. It wasn’t very dark, just dim. Light streamed in through another narrow opening, which appeared to lead outside. There were vines hanging over the mouth of the exit, obscuring our view, but I could still detect the light of day. We pushed them aside and stepped out, finally breathing fresh air. 

			“We’re not in the graveyard,” he informed me.

			“Where are we then?” I looked back and noticed the entrance to the cave was barely detectable. It would be next to impossible to know it was there, unless you were looking for it. We still had to be in Trent…we hadn’t walked that far. There weren’t any houses around, or even any streets. No buildings at all, actually. Instead, we’d found ourselves in the middle of a forest with an old dirt road winding through it. Of course, Trent itself was up north, a little hamlet surrounded by thousands of acres of forest. It wasn’t unusual that we’d come up in the woods. The strange thing was the tunnel had brought us right out of town. Why had someone built something like that? And beneath Logan’s house? 

			Logan turned around and began to retrace the path we would have taken had we been above ground instead of in the tunnel. “The house has got to be back this way.” He ignored the roadway, opting to trudge through the forest instead. Though I could detect a trace of uncertainty in his voice, I couldn’t fault his reasoning, so I went along with him. 

			Soon it became clear to us both that we were lost.

			We’d walked for probably twenty minutes or so before we figured this out. The entire time I couldn’t shake the feeling something wasn’t quite right. The others were no doubt searching for us, and I didn’t want to get too far away from the entrance of the tunnel. “Maybe we should go back to the entrance now. I mean, they’re probably freaking out that they can’t find us.”

			Just as we decided to turn back, we heard sounds coming from what appeared to be a clearing up ahead. I was beginning to feel anxious to lay my eyes on people. It had been so silent since we’d exited the tunnel…too quiet, almost as if Logan and I were the only two people on earth.

			When we stepped out from the shelter of the trees, I was at once amazed and frightened of what lay before us. It appeared we’d stepped back in time. A village with crude huts, scraggly peasants, a church, and a common well completed the picture.

			“Is Medieval Times in town?” Logan asked.

			“They don’t usually travel from town to town,” I informed him. There was a large building in Toronto where you could experience a medieval dinner and a show. There were also places that hosted renaissance festivals. They usually staked out a site to set up on for months, even years, considering the amount of time and work involved for preparation. 

			If the renaissance festival had come to Trent, it would have been apparent. Being such a small town, not too much happened we didn’t know about. 

			“What should we do?” I asked Logan. He always seemed to have a plan in place, no matter the situation. He didn’t disappoint me.

			“We’ll lay low for a while.” He led me back to crouch behind some bushes. “If they’re just getting set up we don’t want to be in the way.”

			That didn’t seem likely to me, considering the village had that long-lived-in look about it. The homes and little church would have taken months, or at the very least weeks, to build. 

			“Let’s check it out before we walk in there,” Logan suggested.

			Perhaps he was worried hostile actors would run us off. We stayed put, making ourselves comfortable in the brush, our eyes ever watchful of the village. We didn’t have too long to wait. A couple of female peasants wandered over to the well near Logan and me. As they took turns filling their pails with water, we could hear their conversation.

			The words they spoke made my heart pound in fright. Either they were keeping to their roles very strictly, or they were actually from England…Medieval England. Their speech was definitely not modern. Memories of Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice and Romeo and Juliet dialogue appeared in my mind. Logan and I shared a bewildered look, and I figured he was having just as much difficulty understanding them as I was.

			“Let’s go,” Logan whispered. I needed no further urging to follow him as he slipped away. We trudged back through the thickness of the forest away from the village. He slowed his pace awhile later and took a seat on a fallen log. I was too restless to sit, so I strode back and forth before him.

			“Maybe if we look around some more we’ll find your house,” I said hopefully, though I’d stopped believing some time ago that we were anywhere remotely near home.

			“We need to get back to the tunnel,” Logan said. “I don’t know what’s going on, but it feels weird.”

			“I know, I feel it too.”

			He got up and reached for my hand. I felt strength radiating through his touch, and took comfort from that. We starting walking back the way we’d come. We soon passed a wide tree I recognized, and the old dirt road came into view again. 

			“It should just be up here a ways,” Logan said.

			We didn’t have the chance to go any further. Suddenly, the ground began to shake and what sounded like pounding thunder was coming toward us. As it drew closer, it took me a moment to figure out the approaching clouds of dust were actually men on horseback. 

			Seemingly out of nowhere, someone dashed forward and grabbed onto Logan and I. We were pulled into the cover of the trees and hissed at to “Get down!” We ducked just in time to see the men ride by us in a rush. I hoped they would continue to ride away, but they reined in and gathered at a clearing a few hundred feet away from us. They were rough looking, dressed like knights, wearing black and red material over chain mail, with swords attached to their hips. 

			We turned to our rescuer, who was tucked down between us. Judging by the dress and long tangled hair, I assumed it was a female. She rose and pushed the hair from her face. Placing a finger to her lips to shush me, the young woman grabbed my hand and pulled me deeper into the forest. Logan followed along. We remained crouched as we walked to keep out of sight of the horsemen.

			When the young woman got us to a safer location, she dropped my hand and turned to face me. “My lady,” she said in a hushed voice. “Are you all right?” She regarded me first with concern, then—as
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