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Prologue



What is a dream? Science says that dreams are
simply random electric firings that flash through our minds. They
“reset” our brains at night and organize the information we’ve
gathered during the day.

But what if there’s more to it than that?

Where do those random electric firings go
when they’ve finished organizing and resetting our minds? Where do
dream images come from and why do they seem so real?

I never thought about these questions until
recently.

Keep in mind that dreams usually don’t make
sense and we are rarely able to explain them to others adequately
enough that they understand its full impact on the dreamer.
Moreover, sometimes we forget parts, so we have to fill in the
blanks ourselves.

However, the story you’re about to hear is
not a dream. Take from it what you will, but do not confuse it with
those late-night electric firings. Some dreams are more than
dreams. They are living dreams. And this is my living dream.

 



Chapter One

Change and Consistency

The buzz of the tattoo machine startled me
out of my reverie. What had I been thinking of just now? Looking
down at the half-baked sketch I had started I drew a blank. I was
supposed to be designing a tribal-style tattoo for a client, but
all I could manage to get down on paper were two swooping curves
without any point of reference. I had such a hard time
concentrating lately. Maybe it was just adult onset attention
deficit disorder. Is there even such a thing?

I leaned back on the stool, stretched my arms
and back, and gave a yawn. It was getting late anyway. I should
just start again tomorrow after a good night’s sleep.

“Is it that time already?” Franco, with a
thick neck and matching hands, looked up from where he was inking
up a needle. The guy he was tattooing looked a little on the sweaty
side. Guess he was nervous.

I worked out the crick in my neck. “Yeah. I’m
getting nowhere on this sketch. I’m just not inspired tonight.”

He dabbed the needle into the ink and gave
the machine a few more short buzzes before resuming work on his
living canvas. “Well, call it a night and start fresh tomorrow.
What time you coming in?” As he finished a line, he pushed a stray
strand of dark brown hair back behind his ear, some of it not quite
long enough to hold in place with the rest of his ponytail.

I looked down at my watch. It was already
past ten o’clock. “Not sure,” I answered. “Stephen wanted me to
meet him at the club where his band is playing tonight. If he keeps
me out late, I probably won’t be in until noon. If not, I’ll be
here at opening.”

Franco sighed. “You still seeing that
guy?”

I rolled my eyes and got up with an air of
exasperation. “Yes and no. I told you guys, I’m not in it for the
long haul.”

“But it’s been two years.”

“I know.”

“You don’t consider that long term?”

Franco and the others were always on about me
and my pseudo-relationship with Stephen. They didn’t quite get that
I wasn’t interested in getting married or even being committed to
anyone. “Do I really need to explain this again?”

“I’m just sayin’...”

“Franco, I know, but I’m a big girl. You
don’t need to worry about me,” I threw a glance at him as I tossed
my jacket around my shoulders. “Besides, he’s the lead singer for a
band... and he’s hot.”

“Aura...”

I giggled a little. Franco had been treating
me like a kid sister since I’d met him the summer after I graduated
high school. Financially, college hadn’t been an option for me and
Franco offered me a job after a mutual friend introduced us. I
started out as a receptionist for his rapidly expanding tattoo
business, but after he caught me sketching out some drawings, he
moved me up to artist and began training me to do some tattooing
myself. I was now fully certified and I even have my own chair.
There are several people that request my designs, but many of them
still want Franco to do the actual inking. He is exceptionally
skilled with the needle, and I prefer to do just the designing
anyway. I have a knack for being able to give people something that
really defines them after only meeting with them for a few moments.
As I am still somewhat new to this, tattoos with lots of detail
generally require Franco’s talents. Overall, we were a great team
and our reputation was getting around quickly.

I checked outside to see if it was raining.
It was, after all, fall in Seattle. With mild surprise, I saw not a
cloud in the sky, although the ambient light of the city obscured
the stars. I took a last glance at myself in the mirror. One great
thing about working in a tattoo parlor was that you always looked
club ready. People expected you to have punked out hair and
purposely ripped clothing. With my long, frayed-edge denim skirt
and mid-length black leather coat, I fit right in. A few days ago,
Sienna had convinced me to dye my hair black with fire engine red
highlights. It wasn’t bad, I suppose, but with it chin length in
spiked layers, I looked much more punk than I actually felt. I was
no tennis-playing conservative by any stretch of the imagination,
but I was much more subdued than my appearance suggested.

The leaves crunched under my black lace-up
boots as I turned to wave to Franco through the window. He had gone
back to tattooing and was saying something to the customer who was
still sweating nervously and watching the needle like a hawk. I
glanced up to the bright neon sign that announced to the world that
Chameleon Tattoo Parlor was open for business this chilly Thursday
night. I turned, and walked down the street.

By the time I got down to Bad Juju Lounge,
the line was already filled with the normal rag tag crew of
miscreants. Fortunately, as Stephen’s band, Fifty Stone, had
recently seen a huge jump in their following, I could cut right to
the front and approached the bouncer.

“Mack!” I yelled to him over the hubbub of
noisy club goers. “Mack!”

He turned, his teeth practically glowing
white through his lips against his ebony skin when he saw me.
“Girl, get up here!” I squeezed through the front of the line.
“Girl, where you been? Stephen put you on the list two hours
ago!”

I waived my hand nonchalantly. “Whatever. I
told him I’d make it if I could. He ain’t the only one in demand ya
know!”

Mack gave me a giant hug. “Child, I do not
know why you hang around with that boy.”

I grinned at him. “Cuz he’s smokin’ hot!”

“True, true,” he nodded his head sagely.
“Lord knows that if he swung the other way I’d do the same
thing.”

I giggled. As a bouncer he could be
terrifying, but deep down inside, Mack was a great big teddy bear.
A great big gay teddy bear, that is. I loved hanging out with him
when he wasn’t working.

I blew him a friendly kiss and made my way
inside. It was already crowded near the stage, so I chose to take a
seat at the bar. I had heard them play many times so I didn’t need
to be front and center, but somewhere I could at least see Stephen
as he worked his magic onstage. He might be a little bit of a
flake, but there was no denying the magnetism he had in front of
the mic. His voice was the kind that sent girls (and gay, teddy
bear bouncers) into fits of swooning and sighing. The first time I
had heard the band I thought I would melt into a little puddle of
goo at the sound of his voice.

Sienna was here too, her hair newly braided
and beaded. I waved to her from across the room as she looked in my
direction. It was clear she’d been waiting for me because she broke
into a big smile when she saw me. Cutting off the conversation with
the guy she’d been talking to, she hurried over, squeezing between
myself and a gnarly group of locals.

“Have you been at work all this time?” She
shouted above the din.

I sighed. “Yeah. Someone requested a design
that I just haven’t been able to get into. So I finally decided to
call it quits for the night.”

Waving at our bartender, she shouted out to
him. “Tubbs! Oy, Tubbs!”

He held up a hand in reply, the signal that
he was with another customer. I pondered him for a moment, trying
to figure out why Sienna always called him Tubbs. He was a tall and
skinny guy, with a bald head and all kinds of piercings, most of
them courtesy of Sienna.

When he finally came around to us, he was
carrying two drinks. “The usual, I presume?” He set Sienna’s Jack
and Coke on the counter next to my tequila sunrise. “There’s a
special on shots tonight,” he began. “Two for one.”

“Business as always, eh Tubbs?” Sienna took a
swig of her drink. “How about two red devils?” I made a face and
she sighed in mock exasperation. “Okay then, tequila it is.”

Tubbs poured the shots and slid a small dish
with lime slices and the saltshaker down the counter.

We waved at him as he sauntered back up to
his station.

“Anyway,” she said, lifting the salt shaker,
“shall we get down to business?”

 


 


After the shots and moving on to my second
drink, I was feeling better about my day. The opening band was
mediocre, but not bad. Fifty Stone was due to play at any time, so
the crowd was getting restless with anticipation. Like I said,
their popularity had grown exponentially the last few months and
they even had their demo in for consideration with some major
labels. There were no promising deals on the immediate horizon, but
they hadn’t been shot down yet.

By the time the MC got up to announce the
band, the place was practically bursting at the seams with
excitement. There were rumors that they would play a few new tunes
tonight and everyone wanted to hear them.

“Hey there all you freaks and geeks!” The MC
shouted into the mic. “Are you ready to get heavy?”

The crowd cheered. I sat and smiled to
myself.

“If you’re ready to get heavy, then let ‘em
know it! Here they are... FIFTY STONE!”

The band ran out to a massive roar in the
small club. By no means was this the largest venue they had played,
but the audience never disappointed here. This time was no
different. Immediately they began to rock out the opening chords
for “Bad Day Coming”, one of their most popular songs. Then, out
came Stephen, always wanting to make a big entrance. Grabbing the
mic, he began the show. This was his element. This was where he
shone.

“It’s been forever coming, we’ve known it for
a while, but I’ve been trying so hard to live in denial,” his voice
glossed over the melodic lyrics and he pushed his long dark hair
out of his eyes.

He continued on, his performance mesmerizing
the audience as they swayed and bounced to the beat. The music was
great, but everyone knew, including the band members, that Stephen
was the one people came to see. His was a rare talent. Whenever I
heard him sing I’d get that giddy feeling in the pit of my stomach
you get at the start of a new relationship. By no means was our
on-again-off-again romance a sure thing, but it was nice to know
that, for brief moments in time, he was mine.

It took him awhile to find me, but between
the fifth and sixth songs, his deep green eyes locked on to me. In
an instant I knew it was coming, and I sighed. Sure enough, he
turned to his band, some of whom were tuning up in between songs,
and made a motion they all knew well. I saw the drummer roll his
eyes. He had never liked me much, for some unknown reason, but he
tolerated me whenever Stephen brought me around. I shrugged it off.
If Stephen and I were more serious, I might bother me, but as it
was, there was no reason for it to concern me.

The lead guitarist strummed a short chord and
Stephen started in. “As the blackbird in the spring, ‘neath the
willow tree...” He continued through the first verse, and then took
a breath as the drummer shouted out “One, two, three, four!” and
the whole band began to rock out to a punk version of Aura Lee.

The crowd went nuts, bouncing up and down and
into each other. Moshing wasn’t allowed in the Lounge, but they
came very close sometimes. I just sat back and laughed, enjoying
the sight.

Sienna leaned over and spoke in my ear,
“Looks like someone’s expecting a little sumthin’ sumthin’
tonight.”

“Well,” I answered coyly, “with a voice and
body like that, who could refuse him?”

 


 


After the show, Stephen was as full of
himself as ever. He took me by the elbow and guided me over to a
quiet corner. We slipped into a booth, his arm loosely draped about
my shoulders, and he leaned in to whisper in my ear.

“I’ve got some news,” his breath on my neck
sent a shiver down my spine.

“Mmm hmm?” I murmured quietly.

“The band had an offer today.”

“What!” I nearly jumped out of my seat.

He placed a hand on my shoulder. “Shh...
Nothing’s final yet. We go in on Monday to see exactly what they’re
offering, so don’t mention it to anyone yet, okay?”

I threw my arms around his neck and stared
into those beautiful eyes of his, brushing the wavy dark hair from
his forehead. “That’s incredible news! How exciting!”

Stephen just grinned. “And there’s something
else.”

My brow furrowed. “There’s more? What could
be better?”

He lifted my chin with his hand gently and
looked into my eyes. “I think we should take ourselves a bit more
seriously.”

“Huh?” I was confused. Their band was their
life. How could they take it more seriously?

“I’m not talking about the band, Aura
Lee.”

I froze. Was he saying what I thought he was
saying? Why? I liked things the way they were. It was free and
easy. There was nothing serious about us. There hadn’t been from
day one. The first night, when we met in this very club, I had gone
home with him, only to leave while he was asleep. He admitted to me
later that it hadn’t ever happened to him before, waking up alone.
I just wasn’t the type to sit around and play groupie to his
superstar. I have my own life, my own friends, and my own passions.
This arrangement worked for the two of us. We might see each other
at a club or show and hang out, but at closing time, it wasn’t
unusual for us to go our separate ways. Sometimes we were together,
other times we weren’t. That’s how we were. How we’d been for two
years. It was a good thing and he wanted to change it?

“What do you think?” He gently kissed my
lips. “Will you be my muse full time?”

I broke away from him and took a drink. What
did I think? What did I think? I didn’t think what he had in mind
would work, that’s what I thought.

“You haven’t said anything yet,” Stephen
brushed a hair away from my cheek. “I can tell I caught you off
guard.”

I looked at him as though he was crazy. “Off
guard? Are you kidding me? How long have you felt this way? Why
now? You tell me that you might have a record deal and at the same
time, you think we should get serious? Isn’t that a bit backwards?
Don’t guys usually ditch their girlfriends when they get
famous?”

He crossed his arms and sat back. “To answer
your question, this has been a long time coming. Honestly, I’ve
always wanted more from you than what I thought you were willing to
give, but I didn’t want to push you away so I didn’t say anything.
From the day I met you things just felt different.”

“If you tell me ‘you complete me’ I’m going
to throw up.”

Stephen put a hand up to his forehead and
rubbed his temples. “And what if I did? Why would that be so
awful?” He looked at me. “Are we so bad together that you’d rather
cut me out than commit?”

His question took me aback. To be honest, I
didn’t know the answer. In fact, the thought of being in a real
relationship with him hadn’t ever occurred to me. Now all of a
sudden, here he was, telling me that what I was giving wasn’t
enough. Did I have more in me to give?

“Well?”

I picked up my glass and downed the last of
my drink. “Well, I think it’s time to go.”

He sat up with a start. “Go? What do you mean
go? Aren’t you even going to talk to me about this?”

I stood up. “I can’t. I need some time to
think about it. What you want is something huge for me. Just give
me some time, okay?”

He stood up and grabbed my arm before I
turned to leave. “What is there to think about?” He pulled me to
him and kissed me. “This is what I feel. That’s all I’m asking for.
How do you feel?”

I closed my eyes, still tasting his kiss on
my lips. “I.... I don’t know. I’m confused. Please,” I brushed my
lips against his cheek, “just let me think about it.” I slowly
pulled my arm away and gave his hand a squeeze before letting go. I
didn’t look back as I headed for the exit.

I felt Sienna follow me with her eyes on my
way out, but I didn’t stop to explain. I gave Mack a preoccupied
wave as I passed him as well. My head was spinning, and not from
the alcohol. I needed sleep. I needed to just shut off for a
while.

My cell phone rang, but I let it go to voice
mail. I didn’t feel like talking to anyone.

As I unlocked my apartment door, I got a
strange feeling: the feeling that something was different. Not
wrong, per se, just, I don’t know, off in some way. I looked around
for a moment, but nothing seemed unusual. My furniture was where
had I left it, as were the dirty dishes in the sink. There was
something I couldn’t shake. Had someone been here without my
knowing? I went back to my bedroom to check it out. My laptop and
digital drawing tablet were still there, as was what little nice
jewelry I owned. None of my things had moved, but I couldn’t help
feeling something was different.

I decided I was imagining things. I pulled my
pajamas out from under my pillow. They weren’t satin or silk, but
my white t-shirt and gray yoga pants are the most comfortable
outfit I own. Putting them on made my day melt away with a cozy
comfort that was on par with a nice hot whirlpool bath or mom’s
home cooking.

I heard my cell phone ring again from the
kitchen. I still wasn’t feeling up to any more discussion
tonight.

In the bathroom, I undressed and started up
the shower. The water felt great as I washed the club and work
grime from my body. I love feeling clean. My showers are
notoriously hot, so by the time I got out my skin was not only
squeaky clean, but quite pink as well. I dried myself off and
slipped into my pajamas before brushing my teeth.

After all this, I had almost forgotten the
weird feeling in my apartment. Almost. The moment I opened the
bathroom door there it was again. I let out a frustrated sigh. What
was it that was bothering me so much? Was it stress over my
unfinished design and this stuff with Stephen that was gnawing at
me? That had to be it. If something felt different, maybe it was
these shadows of life changes that cast everything in a different
light. After all, it had been a very long time since a design
stumped me. Not since my first few tries at it. It was hard to
tell.

Whatever it was, it seemed like sleep would
be the answer. One thing I never tired of was sleeping. No pun
intended there. It’s just, ever since I can remember I have grabbed
every chance to sleep or nap that I can. Am I addicted to sleep?
Maybe, but I don’t think it’s the sleep I’m addicted to. The
dreaming keeps me coming back for more.

From the time I was little, I remember having
very vivid dreams. They were sometimes almost epic, spanning
several nights where they would pick up where they left off the
night before. The stories and visuals were intoxicating. They gave
me a high like no drug could, and brought more ecstasy than any
lover I’ve had. I never shared these feelings or voiced these
thoughts to anyone. After all, what kind of dream could be better
than sex? You’d be surprised, I think, if you looked into my head
on any given night. My dreams were not for beginners or casual
dreamers. They are highly advanced things taking on lives of their
own. The dream I dreamt at night could easily define my mood for
the day. And the detail... There is no earthly way to describe the
amount of detail that comes to me in dreams. I keep notebooks next
to my bed simply to get all the pictures out of my head. A couple
of times I’ve made the mistake of not making notes on a
particularly intricate dream only to find my brain addled with it
the entire next day. It’s as though my dreams need an escape hatch,
breathing room, or way to get out into the world. Like living
creatures, they need their own space.

Of course, to an outsider looking into these
endless notebooks of dream scrawls is like trying to decipher a
story written in Martian. Some of the notes I write are sketches or
pictures, some are single random words, and some are a mish-mash of
run on sentences that go nowhere. The odd thing is, I can remember
any dream just by looking over my notes. I’ve even woken up to
notes I don’t remember writing, but which make perfect sense to me
anyway.

So no, I don’t really discuss this with
people. Even I think it’s freaky.

With those final thoughts, I climbed into bed
and pulled the covers up under my chin. As I closed my eyes, the
last thing running through my mind was what Stephen had said to me.
How did I feel?


Chapter Two

Swans and Specters

A cold, gray mist swirled around my feet as I
stared into the miasma of blackness in front of me, stretching out
to the left and right as far as I could see. I recoiled inwardly as
I watched it writhe like a living thing trapped in a black satin
bag. There was something not right about it.

A blobby tentacle reached out towards me. I
stepped back a pace, but I lost my footing and landed swiftly on my
rear. The mass continued to approach and I scrambled backwards like
a crab.

“Run…” a voice airier than the chilly breeze
called to me. “You must run…”

I felt the fear rising from my gut and sprang
to my feet. With hardly a glance backwards, I started running from
the dark thing behind me. Whoever had spoken sounded friendlier
than what was chasing me. Faster and faster I sprinted through a
landscape that looked increasingly like a dead forest. The small,
dead saplings grew in size and frequency as I raced through their
midst, my heart in a frantic rhythm. I willed my feet to get me
away from this place, anywhere this evil was not. Ever quicker I
ran, ever quicker my pulse pounding through my veins. There had to
be an end to this gray fog and skeletal forest.

Soon the speed at which I traveled became so
fast it felt more like flying or gliding. I wove through still
larger trees and boulders now, careful to avoid their outstretched
branches and craggy surfaces. I longed for even the slightest hint
of green or yellow in this place so devoid of life. There was no
hope here, no light. Tears streamed from my eyes and coursed behind
me as I continued in my flight.

Up ahead I could faintly see a sunbeam
piercing through the mist and fog. A slightly hysteric laugh
escaped my throat before I could stop it, while the relief poured
through me. With new determination, I blasted through miles of
trees. Despite my speed I could not only see, but also feel the
life returning to the land. I ducked to avoid a leafy branch and
then suddenly, without any warning at all, I was clear of the
forest. With unfettered gaiety, I spun in a leaping pirouette onto
the grassy meadow. As I landed, I started laughing. It felt so
wonderful to be in the warmth of sunlight again. I threw myself
onto the lush grass and rolled there, hugging myself, giggling like
a small child. Had anyone been watching me, they would have thought
me completely insane.

When my breath caught up to me and my heart
resumed its normal pace, I sat up and looked around. The sky was
the perfect shade of blue, a few clouds winding their way lazily
across its expanse. This was more like the dreams I was accustomed
to. With a sigh, I stood and started walking. After a while the
landscape changed a bit, allowing for sloping hills and winding
streams. Small groves of trees dotted the grassy knolls, giving
home to a multitude of songbirds and butterflies. It was a
pleasant, relaxing stroll through one of the most beautiful places
I had ever seen.

I felt myself drawn onwards. As I crested a
small rise, the sight before me stole my breath away. A small,
crystalline lake was nestled in the valley, its surface as smooth
as glass. Down the hill I walked, mesmerized by the water’s
clarity. The weeping cherry trees that surrounded the banks parted
like a curtain when I reached for them, and I passed through
unhindered. Standing under their branches felt like being somewhere
magical where no other soul had laid eyes before this moment.
Fireflies flickered here, casting a glow on the fuzzy green moss
that hugged the tree roots and small pink flowers that grew in
clumps. I did not want to leave, but felt myself pulled still
forward to the edge of the lake.

I waded through the tall reeds and cattails
that sprung up through the water in search of this unsettling
feeling that drove me. The thing I was looking for was here. A
sense of urgency overtook me as I waded out a little further, and
as I pushed back the last of the plant life, my eyes found what I
needed.

There, floating upon the lake were two swans,
one black, one white, heads craned towards one another creating the
outline of a heart. I watched them in stunned silence, water
lapping at my torso, as they slowly spun upon the mirror-like
surface. Rays of sunlight danced on their feathers, creating
intricate swirls and slashes of silver and gold. It was like
watching music, could it be seen. It was so elegant and beautiful
that I couldn’t speak.

With unexpected force, an icy cold blast of
wind nearly knocked me down. The sky grew black with storm clouds
and a burst of lightning split the sky, drawing my eyes upwards in
terror. The evil had found me here, even though I had put leagues
of distance between it and myself. As the thunder rattled through
my head and the ground shook beneath my feet, I was ripped from
this dream and back to the waking world.

 


 


I sat up, shaking and found myself drenched
in a cold sweat and panting as though I had run a marathon. I
reached up to touch my face, making sure I was still in one piece.
I wiped the palm of my hand across my brow to clear it of
perspiration. What was that? I had never experienced anything like
it. It was both nightmare and wonderful dream. I reached for my
notebook and pencil to drawn the images that still burned in my
brain. Glancing at the clock on my nightstand, I checked the time.
It was only eight in the morning. I had plenty of time before I had
to be at work, so I set about recording the sights I had seen and
the powerful things I had felt.

 


 


I looked over the drawing again.

I couldn’t believe it.

Incredible: There was no other way to
describe it. It was uncanny.

There, on the page I had finished of my dream
notebook, was the design I had struggled with for hours and hours
yesterday.

Two swans, their necks bent towards each
other in loving commune, intricate feathers and touches of light
swirling across their bodies, suspended mid-page by an invisible
body of water.

This was my dream...at least, part of it
anyway. It was so ingrained in my mind I could still feel the soft
grass under my feet and the fear of being pursued. I was used to
having vivid and realistic dreams, but this exceeded anything by so
much that it made all the others pale in comparison. In addition to
that strange sensation last night, what could it mean? That is, if
it meant anything at all.

I looked at the clock again. It was already
nine-thirty. Time to get ready for work.

Hopping out of bed, I plodded to the closet
in search of something to wear. With my hair this strange
combination of colors, I found my wardrobe unable to cope. Some
shopping was in order, but it would have to wait until payday.

With a sigh, I pulled out my white crocheted
top. At the dresser, I rummaged around until I found the black tank
top I had in mind. In the bottom drawer were my tattered jeans, and
along with my socks and underwear, I was almost ready to go. After
dressing, I stuffed my p.j.’s back under my pillow and straightened
the covers a bit. I finished my morning routine of washing my face
and fixing my hair. I threw a bit of powder and blush on my face
and called myself ready. I laced up my boots, grabbed my leather
bag and phone, walked out the door...

And nearly ran head first into Sienna.

I yelped as a jumped back and hit my front
door. “For cryin’ out loud, Sienna, are you trying to give me gray
hair?”

She smoothed her somewhat ruffled feathers by
straightening her mod print shirt and hitching up her hobo bag.
“Me? What about you? Thought my heart had stopped for a minute,”
she sniffed and looked at me squarely. “I was only worried about
you. After you left so early last night, I thought something might
be wrong. You doin’ all right? Something happen with Stephen?”

I sighed. “Yes and no.”

“That’s what you always say about him,” she
raised an eyebrow quizzically.

Begrudgingly, I decided to just spill it.
“Come on,” I took her by the arm. “I’m not doing this without my
morning mocha.”

 


 


She looked at me incredulously. “Seriously, I
don’t understand you sometimes, Aura.”

“And why is that? Because I don’t want to
wait around for some guy to sweep me off my feet and take me to
some white picket fenced home in the suburbs?”

“No,” Sienna took a sip of her latte and
swallowed, “because the most eligible and gorgeous guy in the scene
wants to make you his full-time one and only and you’re brushing
him off.”

“I’m not brushing him off, Si,” I slumped
back in my chair. “I just don’t think the timing is right. Also,
I’m not sure it will even work.”

“Look, it’s not about timing or being sure of
anything. That’s not how these things happen. Relationships are not
dictated by convenience or even where we are in our lives. All that
matters is how you feel about him.”

I studied her for a moment. When did she get
to be so all knowing? I put my elbows on the table and swirled my
finger around the whipped cream floating in my coffee. “It’s not
just that... I just.... well, I’m not sure if I’m as into him as he
is me. What if I find out that I really don’t want him for keeps?
It would be a complete waste of time for him and me and someone
could get seriously hurt if I dive in without any understanding
about my true feelings.”

“Aura,” she sighed, “you can’t live your life
spending all your time worrying about the what-ifs and maybes.
Nothing is certain and we have no way of knowing where we go from
here.”

“I know that.”

“So why not just do it? If it doesn’t work
out, well, then lesson learned, but you can’t restrict yourself
because you’re worried about hurting someone or wasting your time.
There’s no such thing as a sure thing. All we are and all we do is
based on risk and chance. The only thing you need to think about is
whether or not you’re willing to risk blowing what could be the
best thing in your life.”

I brooded silently about it for a while,
taking occasional sips of coffee. I supposed it wasn’t something
earth shattering that would change our perception of reality
forever. It wasn’t like trying to diffuse a nuclear bomb. It wasn’t
as serious as making a mistake with someone’s tattoo. To be honest,
I wasn’t even sure what he was expecting of me.

“So?”

“What?” I came back to the present. “So,
what?”

She rolled her eyes. “So what are you going
to do?”

“I think I need to talk to him again.”

“Well I could have told you that.”

“Yes, mother.”

We looked at each other and laughed. We
weren’t used to being so serious. Like my relationship with
Stephen, Sienna was a good friend in fun times. However, unlike
Stephen, I knew she would be around if there was trouble or
something was wrong. Then it occurred to me. It was a matter of
trust. I had never trusted Stephen, but then again, I didn’t have a
reason not to. He’d never done anything to hurt me; if anything, he
was accommodating any time I called him up, often changing his
plans to spend time with me if he could. Was I afraid to give him a
real chance?

I was feeling more confused than I had last
night. I looked at my watch. It was coming up on eleven in the
morning. “Anyway, I’ll figure it out,” I gathered up my things. “I
gotta get to the shop.”

 


By the time I got to work, I was feeling a
bit better. I said my good mornings to Franco and his brother,
Antonio, and sat down at the drafting table in the back. Antonio
was considerably different from his brother. Instead of a slick
ponytail, he kept his head shaved clean. His build was a bit
slighter, and he stood a good five inches shorter. Antonio’s
shoulders were less broad, but he had bulked up in muscle to make
up for the height and build.

“Feeling better today?” Franco asked as he
inventoried his pigments.

“Much, thanks,” I pulled out my notebook with
the drawings I had made this morning. “I actually think I might
have cracked the case.” I began leafing through it, searching for
the right page.

“Awesome,” he replied, setting down his
clipboard and coming over. “Whatcha got?”

I slammed the notebook closed as he
approached. “Uh, I’m not quite finished yet. I need to recopy it
and tweak it a little,” I lied, not wanting him to see the insanity
that the rest of the notebook held.

He gave me an odd look, but he knew from the
past that I didn’t like people to see my work until it was
finished. It was just a quirk of mine.

When it was safe, I pulled it closer to me
and rifled through until I found the swans. I stared at it,
captivated for a moment, then set out recopying it on thinner
sketch paper. Since I had drawn it on lined paper before, the
thermal imaging machine would pick up the lines when making the
stencil. Not always, but occasionally the lines could really mess
up a perfectly good drawing.

An hour later I had finished. I was surprised
at how closely the drawing resembled the actual image from last
night. I took the finished product up to Franco, who was chatting
with a walk-in about a design. I waited patiently, fingering the
edges of the white sketch paper, until he glanced in my direction.
“Finished already?” I proudly passed him the completed product. He
gave a long, low whistle. “Wow. A good night’s sleep really did the
trick, huh?”

I only smiled and nodded, slightly unnerved
by remembering the happenings of the previous night. “So, what do
you think? Should I give them a call and let them know it’s
done?”

Franco returned the paper. “Absolutely. This
design is kickin’. This is really above and beyond for you. Guess
Stephen’s good for something after all.”

I blinked, my thoughts returning to the
events at the club. “What?”

“You seem to have been inspired by something.
Weren’t you meeting him last night?”

“Oh,” I laughed nervously, “we didn’t hang
out too much last night. I left soon after his set. I guess I was
just tired.”

He raised an eyebrow at me. “Uh huh. Well,
anyway, better give the Deems a call and let them know it’s
ready.”

I was thankful that he hadn’t pressed the
matter further, and quickly retreated to the back to use the phone.
I glanced up at the memo-strewn corkboard to find their phone
number. I dialed and let it ring until the answering machine picked
up.

After making the call, I realized I hadn’t
eaten anything yet and my stomach was quite unhappy with only the
mocha to munch on. I grabbed my bag and headed for the door. “Hey
Franco, I’m starving, so I’m going to hunt and gather in the market
and see if anyone’s got nectarines left. I’ll be back for my 2
o’clock, but I’ve got nothing until then. You want anything while
I’m out?”

“You’re going to Pike Place?” I nodded. “Grab
me some flowers, would ya? Taylor’s pissed at me again.”

I rolled my eyes at him and sighed. “She
still going psycho on you?” It seemed like Taylor was always mad at
him over something. Her latest gripe was that he worked too
much.

He shrugged. “Eh, what’s a guy to do?”

I waved a hand in dismissal. “Whatever. I’ll
find something she’ll like. Anything else you need?”

“Nah. Antonio’s gone to get Thai food so
he’ll be back soon.”

“Got it. Just call my cell if you need
anything.”

I walked out the door and headed up the
street to the Pike Place Market. If there was ever a place to find
something to eat, this was it. I felt lucky to be to live and work
within walking distance of this place. All of the fresh fruits and
vegetables so close and so cheap it cut down on my visits to fast
food joints and calls to take-out places. Whenever I felt a bit
peckish, it was easy to find a snack here. From jellies to honey,
from peaches to plums, anything fresh or homemade was within reach.
After passing the fish market (I always had to hold my nose as I
passed due to my aversion to seafood), I began perusing stand after
stand of farm-raised eggs, small business ventures, and organic
vegetables. I finally found a stand that had a few end of season
nectarines left and bought four of them. I passed a place with
gourmet dipping and cooking oils on my way back and couldn’t resist
sampling the raspberry balsamic vinaigrette. It was my favorite,
after all. One of these days, I promised myself to actually buy
some.

I came to the flower stand I usually went to
whenever Franco and Taylor were fighting, and got the attention of
the older Asian woman who had come to recognize me. “What it going
to be today?” she asked in her heavily accented voice. “Poppy? Mum?
Iris?” I shook my head, not in the mood to get something usual.

“Oh!” I caught sight of the beautiful sunset
roses she had near the back of the stall. “How about six of those
yellow and pink ones?” She pointed to the ones I wanted. “Yes,
please. Those sunset roses are gorgeous!”

She nodded her head seriously. “Good choice.
Those very nice. He make her very happy with these ones.” After
choosing six perfect blooms, she wrapped them in greenery and
cellophane.

I laughed and smiled. “I hope so. He’s been
spending a fortune on flowers lately!”

She smiled back and gave a wink. “Hope he no
stop seeing her. She good for business.”

I laughed again and traded the flowers for a
ten-dollar bill. Since I frequented her stand so often, she always
gave me a fair deal.

“Thank you and come again,” she called after
me as I made my way down the corridor with flowers in hand. I
detoured briefly into the Athenian restaurant and ordered some
chicken noodle soup to go before heading back to the shop.

Then it happened. Just as I passed the fish
market again, I caught a glimpse of something strange out of the
corner of my eye. Did I just see what I think I saw? There had been
a girl… a girl with flowing blonde hair and the strangest blue gown
that seemed to float and dance around her...but it must have been
my imagination. It wasn’t possible. I brushed off the weird feeling
and continued on my way.

I got back to the parlor just after one
o’clock and kicked lightly at the door for someone to let me in. My
hands were full of soup, flowers, and fruit. Antonio had returned
and held it open while I made my way to the back of the shop.

“Taylor pissed again?” I heard Antonio shout
to Franco, who was busy inking the walk-in I had seen before I
left.

I heard him sigh briefly. “When isn’t she
pissed?”

“She’s gonna give you ulcers, bro.”

Franco remained silent and continued with the
tattoo in progress. Chuckling to myself, I set about eating my
lunch. Despite their rocky romance, Taylor and Franco actually had
a deep and caring relationship. When they thought no one was
looking, they were very sweet and loving. However, Taylor had a
flair for the dramatic and always had to be upset about something.
Franco knew this and accepted it.

I heard the bell of the front door jingle and
looked up from where I was fully engrossed in my chicken noodle
soup. Patrick (soon to be Patricia) and Luanne Deems were at the
counter, talking excitedly to Antonio. With a sigh, I pushed aside
my soup and picked up the swan design to show them.

“Aura!” Antonio called, pushing back the red
beaded curtain to the back employee area. “Hey, A-- oh. You saw,”
he stuck his thumb out in the direction of the front. “The Deems
are here.”

I jerked my head back, showing acknowledgment
as I shimmied past him through the doorway. “Thanks. Got it.”

The Deems had to be the oddest couple I had
ever known. Luanne, formerly Lucas, had undergone gender
reassignment surgery ten years ago, then met and married Patrick.
Patrick was completely cool with it. In another strange turn of
events, he soon decided to get the same surgery, causing everyone
to do a collective double take. The thing is, Patrick had
considered himself homosexual until he met Luanne. It wasn’t until
he found out that Luanne had, in fact, been a man most of her life,
that the pieces clicked into place. Apparently, Luanne was still
man enough for him, even though she was technically a woman
now.

Yes, sometimes life was even better than a
soap opera or seedy talk show. My mother always cracked up when I’d
tell her about some of the people I’d meet at work or some of the
weird designs they’d request. She’d moved to Arizona a few years
back and lived in an “active retiree’s” complex. It wasn’t like
being in a retirement home or anything, but most of its residents
were in their late fifties and sixties, and led quiet lives. My
stories gave her something to talk about with her neighbors or at
community get-togethers.

I gently slid my swan drawing across the
counter to the Deems and saw their faces light up with
excitement.

“It’s simply wonderful!” Luanne exclaimed,
clapping her perfectly manicured hands together and looking at
Patrick. “This is just perfect for us!”

I gave a gracious smile. “I aim to
please.”

Patrick shook his head as if in shock. “It
really is. It’s fantastic. Your reputation doesn’t do you justice,”
he smiled gratefully.

“So can I book appointments for the two of
you? With something this special, either Franco or Antonio would
make this design incredible,” I offered. While it was true that
Franco was an amazing inker, his brother was no amateur either.

Luanne leaned into Patrick, wrapping her arm
around his. “Is there a time when they would both be available to
do the two of us together?”

Bending down, I searched for the appointment
book. “Strange,” I murmured to myself, “where did that thing go?” I
crouched down to get a better look.

“Is this what you’re looking for?” An airy
voice asked as a pale, feminine hand reached out, offering the
appointment book.

“Oh, thanks,” I said and took the black
appointment book from the outstretched hand and stood up. “What?” I
jerked and looked at the floor behind the counter, not believing
what I’d just seen and heard. That voice... there’s no way it could
have been the same one from my dream last night.

But still...

“You okay, doll?” Antonio’s hand on my
shoulder brought me down to earth. The Deems were looking at me
oddly.

I opened my mouth as if to say something to
Antonio, but drew a complete blank and snapped it shut again. “Eh
heh...fine, fine. I’m good. Just, uh, looking for the appointment
book.” I waved it in front of him to show him I’d found it.

He gave me the same raised eyebrow look that
Franco gave me when I was acting suspicious, but he let it go in
front of the Deems and went about his business. “So,” I grabbed a
pencil and flipped open the book to this week’s pages, “is there
any day in particular that works for you?”

 


 


Ah, the Carmina Burana. I know when Antonio
is deeply engrossed in a design because he always plays it in the
background. A bit strange for a tattoo parlor, but it proved
inspirational for him. I didn’t mind it either. To be truthful, it
was a nice break from the oftentimes obnoxiously loud power punk
that Franco was obsessed with this month. He always had some music
phase he was going through, but most of it sounded the same to me:
loud. I didn’t dislike loud music, but it was a “time and a place”
thing for me, especially when I’m concentrating on a design of my
own. His music was a terrible distraction.

I heard the swish of beads and someone coming
out of the back room. I looked up from where I was straightening
supplies to see Antonio walking towards me, my swan design in hand.
“I gotta tell you, Aura,” he scratched his head thoughtfully, “this
is really somethin’.”

“You think so?” I brushed my hair away from
my face. “Thanks. I wanted to make sure I gave the Deems something
they would really love. There isn’t a problem, is there?”

He blinked at me, his dark eyes studying me
for a moment. “Nah. Just wanted to compliment ya. You’re giving us
a run for our money art-wise. You keep doing stuff like this,” he
held up the swans, “and my bro and I will be out of a job.”

I chuckled lightly. “Not until my inking gets
better, you won’t.”

We shared a laugh and he looked back to my
drawing again. “There’s just one thing...”

“What’s that?”

Antonio handed me the paper. “The wings of
the swans, did you do that on purpose?”

“Huh?” I wrinkled my forehead in confusion.
“Do what?” I studied the wings, searching for anything unusual.

And there it was.

I gasped a little. Staring back at me were
two faces, a different one on each swan. While one was almost
smiling, the other seemed very angry, although both were eerie. Why
hadn’t I noticed them before? I grabbed my dream notebook and flew
through the pages until I came to my drawing from this morning.
There it was, but it was different. There were no faces, only
swirling feathers and reflections of light. I had copied the swans
exactly that morning. I was sure of it. How could I have done this
without realizing?

“Well?” Antonio interjected.

“I...” the words weren’t there. “I honestly
don’t remember drawing them. I just copied it from my original
here.” I showed him the notebook drawing. “Are you sure you’re not
messing with me?”

Antonio held up his hands in surrender. “No
way, man. I may kid around, but you never mess with someone else’s
art, y’know?”

“Would Franco have...?” I trailed off. “No.
He’s been so busy today he wouldn’t have had time.”

So where did they come from? It looked like
my style, but there was no way I could have drawn something as
complex as this without a serious conscious effort and hours of
planning.

My cell phone rang, making us both jump. I
laughed nervously, trying to dispel the tension. Without thinking
to check the caller ID, I answered immediately. “Hello?”

“Hey,” was all he said.

My heart sunk. I hadn’t planned to tackle
this today. “Hey,” I motioned to Antonio that I was stepping
outside for a moment. I left the shop and headed down the street to
grab some coffee.

There was a momentary silence on the other
end. “I didn’t really want to call you at work... but...” Stephen
trailed off.

“Yes?”

“Could we get together tonight? You know,
maybe dinner or something?”

I paused. We’d never done anything as formal
as a dinner date before. It was all hooking up at a club or bar or
restaurant with other friends and going from there.

“Aura Lee?”

There was no more putting it off. We needed
to talk. “Alright. Did you have something in mind?”

I heard him unintentionally let out a rush of
air, as if he had been holding his breath. “Nothing special. Maybe
Italian? There’s a little joint that opened a few weeks ago down by
my place.”

“Sounds good. I’m done at seven. Come pick me
up?”

“Of course. Seven then?”

“Yeah. I’ll call if I think I’ll be
late.”

“Cool. See you later then, all right?”

“Yep. Later.”

I hung up the phone and turned to the
barista. “A large white chocolate mocha please.”

 


 


 


Seven o’clock came much earlier than I would
have liked. I stalled until the very last minute, straightening up
my area more meticulously than I normally do. Franco had gone at
five, leaving only Antonio and myself. At six, Sienna came in to
work her night shift.

“Okay, lady,” Sienna said with her hand on
her hip, “what are you doin’ here still?”

Nuts. I thought I would be able to avoid
telling anyone about my “date”, most of all Sienna. What was I
going to say to him? How should I act? I hated this feeling of
uncertainty. For two years, I had never questioned my relationship
with him. I knew how to feel and what to think. I wasn’t worrying
about saying or doing something that would hurt the “thing” we had
because it wasn’t serious. A relationship in your life you didn’t
have to think about was truly beautiful.

“I’m waiting for my ride.”

She gave me one of her “Sienna” looks,
expecting me to explain myself further. I didn’t.

Actually, I didn’t have to. It was that
moment that Stephen walked in. She gave me a look that said “Uh
huh. I thought so” and promptly spun on her heel, disappearing into
the back.

Stephen shot me a quizzical look, but I
shrugged it off. “You ready?” he asked.

I finished putting away my drawing supplies
and brushed off the eraser shavings from my work area. “Yeah, let
me grab my things.”

I left him standing at the front door while I
went in search of my bag in the back. Thankfully, Sienna was busy
sterilizing piercing needles and didn’t say anything about my date
for the evening. When I came out, I saw Stephen studying something
at my workstation and started to panic. My notebook! Had I left it
out?

Much to my relief, when I got close enough to
see what he was looking at I noticed it was only my faceless recopy
of my swans. When I returned from my phone call and coffee run I
made a new drawing which was creepy-face-free. When I had finished
that third version I showed it to Antonio so he would know I wasn’t
a little off upstairs. I wasn’t at all sure he didn’t believe I
hadn’t drawn those faces in there on purpose, but I wasn’t about to
argue the point with him.

Stephen looked up from my sketch. “Aura Lee,
I had no idea you were so talented. Is this one of yours?”

“Yes, it’s a design requested by one of our
clients. Quite the unique couple, really. I’ll tell you about them
over dinner. Can we go now?”

“You in a rush?”

I chuckled. “Well, maybe you like hanging out
at work on your free time, but I’m more than ready to get some
food.”

“Good point,” he shrugged and held the front
door for me. “Shall we?”

 


 


The Italian place was small, but comfortable.
It had the immediate promise of a family owned business that always
had great food. There was something about places that weren’t your
typical boxed franchise: their food tasted the same no matter what
part of the world you were in. No, this one felt like it could be
good. I love Italian food and grab every chance I have to try new
places. I spent a week in high school in London on a
school-sponsored trip and had some of the most incredible
international food there that I’ve ever had since. There was this
great place on Queensway Boulevard that I went to three times that
week. Our waiter, Rocco, an authentic, transplanted Italian man,
had several conversations about the United States with us. The food
was incredible! They had the most amazing lemon sorbet that they
served in a real lemon. Just thinking about it made my mouth
water.

Therefore, you can imagine my delight as we
sat down at a table and I spied the table tent with a picture of
just such a dessert. I was so impressed with Stephen that I almost
kissed him from across the table. Food truly is the way to my
heart, sad as that may be. It couldn’t be helped. Food and I had a
flamboyant love affair.

“What sounds good?” he asked me while looking
down at his menu.

It was very hard to decide. The menu was
packed with all sorts of interesting dishes. “I’m not sure yet, but
the gnocchi with feta cream sauce and prosciutto looks like it
might be right up my alley.”

A short, scruffy-looking teenage boy found
his way through the small space between the tables and approached
us. He asked us for our drink order, left, and returned a moment
later with my water and Stephen’s soda. By the time he returned, I
had firmly decided against the gnocchi and went with the
traditional meat lasagna. I have found, after much research, that
you can always tell a great Italian place from a bad one just by
the lasagna. Mostly it was in the marinara sauce, but occasionally
they would throw something in that would just throw the whole thing
off, like mushrooms… not in my lasagna.

Stephen ended up ordering the gnocchi anyway,
so I could trade him if I decided I liked his better. We’d done it
in the past and so I knew he was good for it.

When our waiter had taken our menus and gone
to place our order, I could tell Stephen was ready to get down to
the heart of our “date” tonight. He took a drink of soda and set it
down with a sigh. I decided to quietly sip my water and let him
broach the subject.

“Aura...”

“Hmm?”

“About last night, I, well, I think I
probably freaked you out a little bit. I wanted to say I was sorry
for that. I shouldn’t have sprung that on you with no warning at
all.”

“Okay.”

“But I really believe we should, maybe, take
a few steps towards something, a bit more... certain? No, wait,
that’s not what I’m wanting to say...” He ran his fingers through
his chin-length hair, frustrated at his rare lack of
expressiveness. Generally, he knew what to say and how to say it.
That was part of his charm.

“Stephen?”

He looked up at me. “Yeah?”

I reached across the table and grabbed his
hand. “The thing is, I need to know exactly what you’re expecting
of me here. If all you’re talking about is exclusivity that’s not
an issue. But I can tell you what I am NOT ready for.” His face
brightened a bit, a spark of hope shining in his eyes. “I don’t
want to move in together. I don’t want to HAVE to tell you where I
am every second of the day. I need my personal freedom. I don’t
want you getting jealous if I choose to spend time with a friend or
friends that happen to be men.”

His hand squeezed mine tightly. “All I’m
asking for... actually, here,” he reached into his pocket and
placed something metal against my palm. I opened my fingers and saw
a brand new key shining in the dim light of the restaurant.
“Anytime you want to, my door is open. I know you may not do the
same for me right away, and that’s fine, I just hope maybe you will
in time. That’s all.”

I stared at the key for a moment. He had
handed me the reins to his whole life. I could walk into his home
at any time, day or night, and see what he was up to. There would
be no other girls there, no parties I wasn’t invited to, and
twenty-four hour access to him. This was big, yet, not too big, I
thought.

“So, what do you say?” He gazed at me
expectantly.

I smiled and touched his cheek. “Yes. This is
all right. Maybe you’re not crazy. Maybe we should take this step.
I, well, I’m a little nervous about it, but okay. I need to know
that I’m not going to invest myself in you and once you’re famous,
I’m no longer your priority. Most of all, I want this to be fun,
like it has been. If we don’t enjoy each other, what’s the
point?”

He stood up and came over to my side of the
booth, and, taking my face in his hands, kissed me gently. “Always,
Aura Lee. Always.”

And so, with a simple gesture, my
fly-by-night bachelorette self was no more. There was still an air
of uncertainty, but I decided to let go and let this take me where
it would. Sienna was right. You couldn’t live your life worrying
about the what-ifs and maybes. There were no sure things. But there
were good things, and it seemed like this could be something great,
if I let it.

 


 


Our dinner was fabulous. With the heavy
conversation out of the way, we soon slipped back into our old
friendly routine. I ended up splitting my lasagna for half of his
gnocchi. Both dishes were incredible and we agreed that this would
definitely become our new favorite place.

“The fellas would really dig this joint,” he
made a grand gesture as he talked about his band.

The band; had I forgotten already? “Stephen,
there’s one more thing...”

He looked at me, confused about my sudden
shift in mood. “What is it?”

“Well, about your band...” I had to handle
this very carefully.

“My band? What about my band? You’re not
going to ask me to quit, are you?”

“No, no, no,” I smiled and waved off the
suggestion. “I was just thinking... Well, I know up until this
point they’ve kind of tolerated me whenever I’m around, but...”

Stephen set his glass down and swallowed.
“Don’t worry about those guys. I can keep ‘em in line.”

“Um, that wasn’t exactly what I was going to
suggest. I just don’t want things getting uncomfortable. I know
Mike has never liked me, so if this thing we’re doing is going to
cause problems I am totally willing to stay out of the way.”

He blinked at me, confused. “Mike... Mike,
not like you? Are you nuts?” He gave a great big laugh, while I
stared at him, wondering what was so funny. “Remember the first
time we ever spoke? That gig at the Lounge?” I nodded. “Mike and I
were arguing about which of us was going to go over and talk to you
first.”

My eyes went wide. “What?”

“Oh yeah, he’s totally jealous that I won the
coin toss.”

I frowned. “What are you talking about? What
coin toss? I haven’t heard this story.”

Stephen stopped dead, realizing what he had
said. His shoulders sunk in anticipation of a verbal tirade. “Er,
are you going to get mad about this?”

When I realized why he was so concerned, I
broke out in giggles. “Mad? Why would I be mad? It’s kind of
flattering that you two actually argued over who would get to talk
to me first.”

A look of relief washed over his face. “Whew.
I thought this was about to turn into one of those awful teen
movies,” he laughed. “Mike was seriously going to fight me about
it. His thing was that he never had a shot with a cute girl because
they’d always go for the front man. So, I saw his point and
compromised. Whoever won a coin toss would get the first shot, fair
and square. I just got lucky is all it was.”

I wasn’t convinced. “And Mike still holds
that against you? Well, if he’s pissed about that, what’s he going
to think now? Won’t it make things worse? We haven’t even been
exclusive for an entire night yet and you’re already turning me
into Yoko Ono.”

From the look on his face, it was clear he
hadn’t considered that angle. “Okay. I’ll have a talk with him if
it’ll make you feel better.”

I gave an exasperated sigh. “It’s not me or
my feelings I’m worried about here, Stephen. This is something that
has the real possibility of doing major damage to your band while
it’s on the very edge of getting a deal. I’m a big girl and can
take care of myself. Bands tend to be a bit more fragile.” I
crossed my arms and sat back.

Stephen shrugged. “Point taken. How about
this? I won’t say anything to him until we’ve had our meeting on
Monday, okay?”

I nodded my head. “I think that would be
best. Lord knows I don’t want this on my conscience.”

“And if he does have a problem, well, it’s
gonna be his problem. My personal life is my personal life. My band
is my band. I’m okay with it, so he needs to be too.”

“In a simple world, you’d be right,” I
grimaced. “But reality may dictate otherwise,” I waved my hand as
if to brush away the subject. “Are you about done there?” I stabbed
my fork into a piece of his gnocchi and popped it into my mouth,
smiling.

 


 


The rest of the evening was really nice.
After dinner, we went back to his place to “celebrate” our new
couple status, even though we were the only ones that knew. As we
lay in the moonlight, I watched him as his eyes drooped heavily.
There was a sense of peace then, something I had never taken the
time to enjoy or even think about in our past encounters. It had
been all fun for me up until this point, but now... Now things were
different.

He turned a bit, his face angled more towards
me, and made me promise I’d still be there in the morning. I smiled
softly and promised I would. He soon fell into a deep sleep. I was
thirsty, so, as quietly as I could, I slipped out of bed and onto
the chilly, hardwood floor. I tiptoed over to where his slippers
lay and slid my feet inside. His gray undershirt was still in a
crumpled heap with the rest of his clothes, and I threw it on to be
a bit more clothed than I was. With his slippers and t-shirt on, I
padded into the kitchen to get a glass of water.

He kept his glasses in a cupboard next to the
sink. I took a small cup and ran the water for a moment, seeing how
cold it would get before I got my drink. I filled it, raised it to
my lips and turned around.

Was I seeing things? I blinked and rubbed my
eyes with my free hand.

“Hello, Dreamer,” was all she said.

I couldn’t think straight. My mind felt
foggy, like cobwebs gathering where my thoughts should be.
Everything began to spin as I grasped for support. I heard the
glass shatter as it hit the floor but could do nothing to stop it.
It was all going dark. I was falling...

Falling...

Falling...

And then, nothing at all.


 Chapter Three

Awake and
Dreaming

The next thing I remember is hearing voices.
It was very dark, as if I was hovering in the shadows. The voices
were low, but there was more than one person here.

“I assure you, Sire,” the scratchy voice of
an old woman croaked, “my people have only fulfilled their
purpose.”

“You’ve overextended your authority, Spirit
Guide. You never should have summoned her without my permission,”
his tone was deep and commanding.

“If I may,” a wispy feminine voice
interjected, “our actions may be in your favor, can she actually do
what legends claim.”

“Dreamers should be a last resort only, and
are not to be called on the whim of a minor Elf clan. You should
know that better than I, Ina.”

The old one spoke again. “Yet she would not
be here was there no need. We cannot call for a Dreamer if the
necessary magic is not present. This is for a purpose. The purpose
must be fulfilled. That is our duty.”

There was a pause, as if they were waiting
for his response. I felt a bit of sensation returning to my body,
but still couldn’t open my eyes.

“Perhaps,” he paused again. “We shall see
where this goes. If this Dreamer is open to the idea of assisting
us, some good may come of this. Yet, she may not be of one mind
with us. Every Dreamer is unique as a snowflake. No two dream the
same dreams. After all, nightmares come from somewhere. I would
hate to think you have brought such a person into my castle.”

I tested out the movement in my arm and found
that I could twitch it at least a little. I fought with my eyelids
and managed to flutter them a bit, but still couldn’t make anything
out visually.

There was movement of air across my brow,
like the sweet breath of a new baby. It had a touch of lily scent,
which I found relaxing and exhilarating all at the same time. I
heard the wispy voice again. “Your Highness, I think she is
waking.”

Gradually my eyes opened, slowly adjusting to
the light. Things were still a little foggy, but I could make out
some detail. There were two figures at the foot of the bed. The
first I recognized as a human. The outline of a crown on his head
indicated that this must be the “Sire” the other two addressed. The
other figure was harder to make out. It was like a gray cloud in
the shape of a person. There were no distinguishing features, but
somehow I knew it was female.

I didn’t notice the third individual
immediately as they were standing over to the side and slightly
away from the bed. With much effort, I turned my head enough so
they were within my field of vision. Each moment that passed
brought me more lucidity and more freedom of movement, and it
seemed to get easier every time I tried. I blinked and tried to
refocus, but the figure seemed so blurry I began to wonder if it
was there at all.

They approached in such a fluid motion that I
could hardly tell they were moving at all. They seemed cloaked in a
veil of dust and smoke, but underneath I was starting to see the
outline of a female form. Then the eyes came into focus, a curious
icy blue, but not in a cold way. There was warmth to them, a light
I had never seen before. They seemed to pull me in deeper, wrapping
me in a cocoon of peace and serenity. I felt safe. I felt
protected. I felt...

Bam! Like suddenly falling out of bed during
a sound sleep, I came back to myself with a whip-like force. I sat
straight up and saw everything clearly. It was such a startling
sensation, like being blasted with a bucket of icy water, that I
had a white-knuckled grip on the light blanket loosely covering my
legs.

“It has been done,” the suddenly clear
feminine voice announced. I whirled to look at her and was
surprised to find a very solid form now, instead of the misty
outline of a figure. Her eyes were still the same blue, but now I
could see her long, wavy blonde hair (a unique golden yellow shade
I had never seen before) and fine features. Her flowing and gauzy
gown was the same pale cerulean as her irises and shimmered when
the light hit it. I could tell my mouth was hanging open at the
sight of her and consciously snapped it closed.

She tilted her head to the side and lightly
laughed. “This is quite a form you’ve chosen for me, Dreamer.”

“Chosen for you? Me?”

“Of course,” she nodded. “All Dreamers must
choose the form of their Spirit Guide. I must say, I’ve not seen
one quite so intricate. You must have very beautiful dreams
indeed.”

I remained silent. After all, what do you say
to that? ? It’s like being told you have a beautiful name. It’s not
something you chose or did on purpose, so could you really say
“thank you”? I was completely lost. This had to be the strangest
dream I’d had yet. In fact, I was so consumed with taking it in
that I neglected to pay any attention to the others in the room
with us. I had even failed to notice that I was barely wearing
anything myself. I looked down and saw my arms and torso swaddled
in a lightweight and rather sheer gown. I figured it was a dress as
it continued under my blanketed legs. I made a mental note to begin
clothing myself more thoroughly than my dream people did.

The blanket itself was made of a lightweight
material, yet thick, plush, and soft. I ran my hand over it and
noted that I could neither see nor feel the fibers of which it was
made. I took stock of the rest of the room around me. Even in my
dreams, I don’t remember sleeping in such a richly decorated room.
I might even call it grandiose. Magical-themed frescos lined the
room between great gilt wood pillars and archways, with scarlet
fabric draped everywhere. The bed was made of the same gilt wood
that the pillars contained, but the four posts, headboard, and
footboard contained intricately carved dream creatures like
dragons, phoenixes and unicorns. More of the scarlet material
dripped from the tops and sides of the bed frame, creating curtains
that cascaded down to liquefied pools on the black marble and
mahogany parquet floor. Even on cable television I had never seen
anything like it. It was absolutely breath taking.

“Where...where am I? Is this a dream?”

The blonde woman giggled. “Well… yes, and
no.” I flinched a little at the phrase, but she continued. “This is
like a waking dream. You are here, but you are not here.”

I screwed my face up in confusion. “That’s a
bit vague. I feel like I’m awake, but the only explanation for all
this,” I waved my hand in a sweeping motion, “is that I must be
asleep.”

“I think you have understood it precisely,”
his voice pierced me like a sword through my heart and I snapped my
head in his direction. “You see, this isn’t somewhere you can find.
This,” he paused dramatically, “is a place known by many names.
Xanadu, Shangri-La, the Land of Nod. But in more simple terms, this
is the land where dreams live.”

Did I believe him?
How could I
believe him if it was true? I studied him carefully. Those chiseled, yet soft
features, bright, emerald green eyes, broad shoulders, and dark
hair made him very pleasant to look at. In any other situation, I
might have been more inclined to turn on the charm, but my head was
so far from me that it was the last thing that would have occurred
to me. However, the question remained: Was this really the place
where dreams lived? There was no other rational explanation for
such a thing. A dream that wasn’t a dream, but had to be a dream.
It made my head ache.

“So, Dreamer,” the old woman addressed me,
this time turning her white eyes to me, “it now lies with you. Can
you be of use here?” The wrinkles were deeply etched in her
alabaster skin, but it was her eyes that held me captive. They
seemed so much like the younger woman’s, yet their lack of color
frightened me. I did my best to break her gaze and take stock of
the situation. Her question was one I had no way to answer, even if
I had a clue what she was talking about.

I looked up at “his Highness”. “I’m terribly
sorry if this seems rude, but, who are all of you?”

The young woman began before anyone else had
the chance. “I am Ina, your Spirit Guide in this world,” she gave a
small curtsy. “This is Andula, eldest and wisest of my clan. And
lastly,” she turned slightly and motioned towards the man, “is his
Highness, King Cyrus, son of Methos, great, great, great grandson
of Olidon the Mighty.”

“King?” I asked, stupidly. “King of
what?”

“This girl knows nothing,” scoffed the old
woman. “He is the King of Dreams, of course. Ina, you have much
work ahead of you.”

Right. This had to be a dream. Nothing in the
real world was ever this oddly convenient. Last time I was here (at
least it felt like the same place anyway), I was dropped into the
middle of a dead forest and chased by a black miasma of evil. Now I
“wake up” in a palace? Oh well. As dreams went, it wasn’t the most
original, but I it was an improvement over pursuit by pure
malevolence. With that, I plopped back onto my pillow and closed my
eyes. If I could dream my way in here, I’d dream my way out.

“What do you think you are doing?” Andula
asked as she poked my foot with a gnarled finger.

I cracked an eye open. “If this is my dream I
can wake up any time I want to, right? So, I want to wake up. I
just completely shattered a cup and I’m probably lying in broken
glass, bleeding to death as we speak... rather, as I dream. Anyway,
I need to get back, so I’m going to wake myself up.” I closed my
eyes again.

“I’m afraid it doesn’t work in such a
manner,” I heard Ina say with marked concern in her voice. “You
were brought here by very ancient and powerful magic. You cannot
leave until you have completed the task you were called upon to
perform.”

I sat up and stared at her. “You’re kidding.
Are you telling me I’m stuck here?”

She said nothing.

King Cyrus came around to the side of the
bed, where I was brooding and plotting how to get out of this
place, and studied me. “Perhaps you might feel better after a good
meal?”

That got my attention. Even
in dreams, I still loved food. “You people eat?” I couldn’t begin
to guess what use imaginary beings had for food. Then, I thought
that maybe they didn’t have one. My instant of hope shattered at the possibility
that all they had was imaginary food. I cannot convey how truly
depressing that thought was.

“Why, of course,” Ina gave a lilting laugh.
“We have to sustain ourselves as well.”

I still wasn’t convinced. “Okay, I’ll give
you that, but what exactly is it that you eat?”

“I am sure you will be pleased,” she turned
to our other companions. “Might I ask for a few moments to prepare
our guest?”

The King nodded his assent and turned to go.
Ina curtsied again as Andula whispered some final chastisements or
warnings on her way out the door, then followed his royal Highness.
I wasn’t at all sure I liked him yet, but perhaps I hadn’t gotten a
good first impression.

Ina held out her hand to me. “Come, mistress,
we must prepare you for the banquet.”

I wasn’t sure what she meant, but I liked the
sound of the word “banquet”. I took her small hand and got out of
bed. “How exactly am I being prepared?”

She blinked at me in surprise, “Why, I
thought you knew?” Her eyes grew wide. “We prepare all his guests
the same way. Medium rare.”

The blood drained from my face and my knees
begin to buckle. Ina held my hand tighter and began to laugh
uncontrollably. “Oh dear, I’m afraid that you’ve not gotten the
joke!” She laughed more and gasped for breath. “This is quite
surprising. You see, when a Dreamer chooses the form of their
Spirit Guide, they also imbue a bit of their own personality in
them as well. You have quite a strange sense of humor, but I must
admit that I am enjoying it a little.”

I sat on the edge of the bed with a plop. “A
joke? A joke?” I wiped my face with the palms of my hands and let
out a sigh, half of relief, half of resignation. “I suppose my
sense of humor might be a bit eccentric at times, but so help me,
Ina...” I relaxed and tried to let go a bit. “All right, all right.
Just, no more jokes about cooking me or anything, okay? I’m still
adjusting, so take it easy, please?”

Giving one last chuckle, she took a deep
breath and smiled at me. “As you wish. Now, let’s get you
ready.”

 


 


“You can’t be serious.”

“It’s true! I swear!” She assured me as I
looked at her in disbelief. “Anything wearable you can imagine, you
can pull out of this closet.”

“I don’t know. I can imagine pretty big.”

Ina crossed her arms and looked at me, “So
show me.”

I tried to imagine something appropriate for
dinner with a king. I took a quick glance in the full-length mirror
on the closet door. Instead of my normal spiky locks, my hair now
cascaded down my back, its auburn color fire-like in the light. My
eyes were still the same dark brown they’d always been, however. As
a child, I remembered wanting blue eyes, but since then, I had
grown accustomed to them and thought their dark intensity was
rather mysterious now. Whether or not anyone else agreed with me
was entirely up for debate.

First, I needed to choose what color I would
wear. The red of my hair would look great with a dark green or even
royal blue. I decided on the blue, closed my eyes and
concentrated.

The door of the armoire creaked slightly as
Ina opened it. She gasped a little and I opened my eyes. “It’s so
lovely!” She exclaimed as she pulled the gown down off the rack.
The royal blue brocade sparkled as the light caught on the small
threads of silver stitched in a pattern of leaves and vines
throughout the bodice. The neckline plunged to a level that was
bordering on too low, and the back had a corset-style closure tied
with thin silver rope. Complete with bell sleeves, it was the
ultimate fairy tale dress.

I smiled to myself, proud of what I had
accomplished. Behind the privacy screen, I slipped out of my
nightgown and pulled the dress over my head. Instantaneously I felt
regal and pampered. The fabric of the gown slid over my skin like
water over glass, and the strings of the corseted back conveniently
tightened and tied themselves. Taking a deep breath (as deeply as
the dress allowed anyway), I emerged from the changing area. The
look on Ina’s face told me I had done well.

“So what now?” I asked her as I spun in front
of the mirror admiring my handiwork.

“Hmm,” she murmured. “I think I’ll need some
help with the next part,” she turned to the window, pushed it open
slightly and gave a song-like whistle to the outside air. “Please,
have a seat here,” she motioned to a stool in front of an ornately
carved vanity.

I sat, wondering whom exactly she had called
for help, when a sudden rush of air drew my attention back to the
window. In flew a dozen small balls of yellow light. They spun and
swirled towards me as I stared. As they grew closer, I could see
that they weren’t simple spheres. They were tiny beings with wings
that moved as fast as a hummingbird’s. They seemed to be naked, but
upon further inspection, they were wearing what looked like yellow
dandelion petals in loosely woven loincloths and toga-like
garments. Their skin was a golden yellow, as was their hair, but
their eyes were a sparkling deep green, like wet algae. This was
actually much more pleasant a color than it sounds.

The pixies reached me at the vanity and began
twirling around, lifting my hair into elegant curls and waves in a
cascading pile on top of my head. One smaller fairy stopped in
front of me and seemed to be studying my face. She set about making
glittery patterns looping out from my eyes in what I could only
assume was fairy dust. Another of them brought a small berry, split
it in two, and used the juice to color my lips a lovely shade of
vermillion. Soon more of them came bearing small blue blossoms no
bigger than a pearl and placed them throughout my coiffure. I could
feel something wrapping around my neck, but it was so light I
couldn’t tell what it was. I looked into the mirror.

It was a necklace made of water droplets;
tiny white flowers suspended inside each bubble. I didn’t dare to
touch it, but reached up, my hand hovering above it.

“These are the seeds of the dew drop lotus
flower,” Ina explained to me, bending down near me to examine it
further. “This is very special. Only the Shaladrin fairies can
collect these seeds and string them like this. Any other creature
shatters them.”

“They’re beautiful...” I almost whispered.
“But I can’t accept this gift knowing I’ll only destroy it.”

“No need for concern,” she assured me. “Once
the seeds are strung they are protected with an incantation, making
them near to impossible to break.” Ina lifted the necklace to
demonstrate. “You see?”

I smiled and nodded. It was hard to believe
something so fragile existed. I had to remind myself that it
didn’t. Despite the reality of it all, it was still a dream.

The fairies finished their work and spun out
of the room, back through the window. One of the last to leave, the
one that had dusted my face turned and waved then followed the
others out. I studied my reflection in the mirror, amazed at the
transformation. There was so much magic around me. I gave a happy
sigh and stood up. “So am I adequately prepared now?”

Ina clapped her hands excitedly. “You look
stunning. I can’t wait to see the look on his face!”

“On whose face?”

She looked at me as if I had just spoken in
gibberish. “Well, the King of course.”

“And why is that?”

Her brow wrinkled a bit. “It’s hard to say,”
she began. “I suppose it’s just been so long since we’ve had a
Dreamer here... well, there’s just a little doubt about the extent
of your power is all. To be honest, none of us has ever seen one of
you before. The transformation you’ve just undergone will aid in
proving what you’re capable of.”

My eyes went wide. “But if this is the land
of dreams, surely there are always Dreamers here?”

She shook her head. “That’s not really the
case. This is where dreams go before and after they are dreamt.
When a dream is being used, it is not here, but with whomever is
dreaming it.”

“So all dreams are preexisting creations?”
This was hard to wrap my head around, but I was doing my best.

Again, she shook her head. “Dreams are always
being created by special people we call Dreamers. When we refer to
you in this sense, we are speaking of you as a creator of dreams.
The things you, and the few others like you, dream are shared with
everyone. That is what makes you so special. Roughly, only one out
of every million children becomes a Dreamer.”

Maybe I was starting to understand, yet it
all still seemed so bizarre to me. What I was struggling with most
is that I was in charge of creating dreams for everyone. That’s a
lot of responsibility to face all at once. It was suddenly my job
to provide psychological care for every existing person on the
planet, and maybe even animals too, although I wasn’t sure that
they didn’t have Dreamers within their own species. I thought about
it a bit more. How hard could that really be, considering I’d been
doing it my whole life and never known it? I doubted it would
change anything. Then again, being aware of something generally
changed the experience. It’s like breathing, or blinking your eyes.
You do it without awareness, day and night, but when you
consciously think about it, it becomes a different creature
entirely.

Regardless of my feelings on it, things were
what they were and I would have to make the best of them. Other
matters concerned me. I had no idea how they'd brought me here or
why. It seemed Ina was the only one I could ask.

“Ina,” I asked tentatively while trying to
tame a loose hair, “can I ask you something?”

She smiled and gave me a hand in pinning back
the strand, “Of course. If there’s anything you need, please don’t
hesitate.”

I paused, considering what to ask first. “How
did I get here? Who brought me? Why? How is it that you’re my
Spirit Guide and not, what was her name? Andula? What kind of elf
are you?”

“Slow down, slow down!” She laughed as I
rattled off question after question. “I’m not sure I can tell you
everything you want to know, but I can try,” she took a seat on a
stool next to me. “First of all, you should know that I’m
considered fairly young, as far as my kind are concerned, so I may
not have all the answers you want. It is unusual that someone so
young would be chosen to guide someone as important as
yourself.”

“How were you chosen?” I interrupted.

“Well, there is a ritual that my clan
performs when the proper signs are given. It is during this
ceremony that one is chosen.”

“What signs?”

“Hmm?”

“These ‘proper signs’, what are they?”

“Oh, well, that I can’t say. The elders of
the clan know the signs. They are given in many ways; dreams, cloud
readings, messages in tea leaves, voices on the breeze. But they
are seen by several elders, so no one person controls the
decision.”

“Seems fair,” I mused. “So what happens
during the ritual?”

“It’s quite a sight, actually,” Ina gushed.
“The entire clan is gathered together for a great feast. We have
dances that we practice from the time we are able to walk. These
are done in sequence to allow the proper magic to gather. After the
feast, everyone takes part in the dancing at the great fire in the
center of the forest. When that is finished, no one is allowed to
speak until the final phases of the ritual are complete.”

“Why?”

“The magic we use is very ancient and very
powerful. A single misspoken word can result in disaster.”

“Sounds like a good reason.”

She nodded. “During the silence a small
chalice is passed around and everyone of age must drink. For most
of us, this was our first ceremony of the kind; such is the rarity
of needing a Dreamer. I was among the youngest of the group, only
becoming eligible a few decades ago.”

Decades? I boggled, until I remembered where
I was. Still, Ina looked no more than twenty or so. “What happens
next?”

“The chosen one must help summon their
Dreamer.”

“How do you know who the chosen one is?”

She pointed to her eyes. “Did you, by any
chance, notice Andula’s eyes?”

I shivered, remembering with frightening
clarity the stark white irises that had transfixed me when I met
the old woman. “Yes, they had no color.”

“Exactly,” she nodded. “My people all have
the same eyes, only more silver than Andula’s white. When chosen,
our eyes change to the same blue as mine are now. After everyone
has taken a drink from the chalice, the elders speak an
incantation. The incantation, combined with the potion from the
chalice, summons the magic that chooses the Spirit Guide. It is
then put to the elders and the chosen one to summon the
Dreamer.”

“And how do they do that?” I thought back to
the last few days and the strange things that had been happening to
me. The first instance I thought of was my dream with the black
mass and dead forest. The voice that had told me to run... I
recognized it now as hers. Then there was the market, the faces in
the drawing, the appointment book, and lastly in Stephen’s kitchen.
Summoning a Dreamer must be a long process.

“It’s complicated and very tiring,” she
explained with a sigh. “Over the course of several days, the elders
and I tried to introduce the concept of our world to you. Did you
notice my presence at times?”

I gave her a sideways glance. “You could say
that, although I doubt anything you could have done would have
prepared me for all of this,” I swept my arm across the room.

Ina considered this for a moment. “I see your
point,” she nodded. “I quite agree with you that no amount of
mental preparation could adequately ready you for such a trip. What
I meant by that, was preparing you in a more physical sense. It
isn’t easy to transport someone from your world to ours. A certain
amount of magic must be absorbed before one can make such a
journey.”

“So the times I saw you or heard you, that’s
what you were doing? Imbuing me with magic?”

“Correct.”

“But, you told me that Dreamers create
dreams, doesn’t that mean I already have magic?”

“In this world, yes,” she
explained, “but in the world you live in every day there is very
little real magic. We have to bring it there to bring anyone
here.”

That was a sad thing to hear. As children, we
see magic in everything around us, not having the knowledge of
science and reality to bias us with logic. Even though I was all
grown up now, deep inside I still wanted to believe in things like
fairies and Santa Claus. I found it sad that everywhere you looked
was something telling you it isn’t so. It could explain why I'm
drawn to art. It seemed the only place to be free to believe in the
magical and fantastic.

This was how things were, though. Reality was
reality, and dreams were dreams. Normally, the two would never
meet. Yet here I was, ready for dinner with the King.

“Okay then,” I gave myself one last check in
the mirror, “let’s go make our grand entrance.”

 



Chapter Four

Entrances and
Exits

I had this dream once, when
I was about fourteen or so, that I was trapped in a castle with a
prince. Everything was a strange shade of blue, like we were
underground, but it wasn’t dark. After all these years, I don’t
recall the entire dream, but I do remember my descent down the
staircase to meet him. It was a very Beauty and the Beast moment.
The dress I had worn in the dream was blue also, so you can imagine
the strange feeling of déjà vu I had as I stood atop the grand
staircase that led down to the ballroom. However, this was
so much better than my
old dream. Everything was gold, cream, and crimson and brightly
polished wood. There were such minute details in all the carvings
that I do believe it would take an entire crew of skilled
woodworking craftsmen one hundred years to duplicate it. The marble
floor of the ballroom was the color of buttermilk with not a joint
or flaw in sight, as if it had been laid all in one piece. Within
it were inlaid hundreds of gold stars, no two alike. I closed my
eyes and waited. There would be music; I just knew it.

Incredibly, the exact piece I wanted began to
play as I set my foot on the first step. Around the same time that
I had my blue staircase dream, I had newly discovered Chopin while
exploring my mother’s record collection. His Nocturne in E Flat,
Opus 9, Number 2 was one I had fallen in love with immediately.
This piece played now as I descended the stairs. All eyes turned to
watch me, but I held my head up straight and tried to remember my
dream.

Then, there he was, at the bottom of the
stairs with a look I couldn’t quite place. As I reached the final
step, I gave a deep curtsy like I had seen in movies. “Your
Highness.”

He cleared his throat as he remembered
himself, and returned my bow with a practiced elegance. The cold
exterior of his first impression seemed to have softened and warmed
into something a bit more likable. There was something in his eyes
I couldn’t place as he looked at me, offering his arm. I laid mine
atop his. Whatever it was I had seen was gone as quickly as it had
come. He escorted me to a grand banquet table and pulled out the
chair for me. I curtsied again. “Thank you, your Highness.”

“Not at all,” he gave a gracious nod of his
head and took a seat next to me. I felt out of my league and more
than slightly out of place on the arm of a man draped in fabrics
I’d only admired through couture shop windows. If there were any
women here with thoughts of a royal wedding in their heads, seeing
me here must have boiled their blood. I did my best to avoid
anyone’s gaze.

After taking in the ballroom, I slowly
noticed all the faces around me. Any kind of creature you could
imagine was there: humans, elves, hairy beasts, aliens, centaurs,
robots, and things both large and small that I couldn’t identify,
yet somehow seemed familiar. Everyone was draped in finery that
only fantasy could provide: dresses woven from living plants or
moonbeams, coats and vests adorned with gems that radiated their
own light, each one unique and more impressive than the last. It
was hard not to stare.

The King stood and all conversation stopped.
“Friends,” he began with a welcoming sweep of his arms, “today we
are graced with the presence of someone truly unique to our lands.”
There were murmurs throughout the crowd, as rumors were confirmed
or negated. “For the first time in centuries we are welcoming a
guest that may change this world as we know it. You may have heard
the whisperings throughout the kingdom about our guest. Tonight I
present her to you, confirming what you all have no doubt
suspected. Honored attendees, a Dreamer dines with us tonight.”

A flurry of conversation drowned out
everything else. The King stood patiently and waited for the
initial excitement and apprehension to subside. After a few
moments, he held up a hand, calling for silence. “I can see there
is a mixture of feelings about this, but do not jump to
conclusions. After we dine, I have called for a Council meeting
where we will discuss this monumental event and its repercussions.
Until then, let us eat and enjoy the company of our friends. There
may be difficult things ahead and we must cherish each instance of
peace.”

There were many nods of assent and the sound
of reluctant agreement from some. King Cyrus reached for his goblet
of wine and continued, “Let us toast to moments like these. May
they be plentiful and enduring in our minds. Let the memory of
these moments sustain us through whatever is to come.”

He raised his goblet, as did the rest of the
guests, many of them giving a hearty grunt or a shout of agreement.
We toasted and drank; the taste of the wine sweet and warm as it
touched my lips and ran down my throat. I closed my eyes and
concentrated on the mix of fantastic flavors and aromas. Everything
was so much more vivid and alive here. All my senses felt
heightened as I opened my eyes and set down my goblet. The King sat
and conversations began anew at every table.

As the servers brought out the first course,
he spoke to me without looking at me directly. I found it only
slightly offensive, but he was, after all, royal, so that could
have something to do with it. “So, what are your intentions for
us?”

“I’m sorry. I don’t think I understand the
question. What “us”?”

“The inhabitants here.” He stabbed at a piece
of lettuce with his bejeweled fork. “What exactly do you plan to
do?”

I frowned at him. “If you’re insinuating that
I have plans of ill intent you should be careful not to voice them.
One should never accuse where there is no cause for suspicion.”

That seemed to have some effect on him. I
chewed a bite of salad while he chewed on my words. After a moment
of deliberation, he spoke again. “One should also never be so naive
as to trust blindly.”

“An excellent point. Yet if I understand
things clearly, I was brought here to help you, yes?”

I could see his jaw tighten. He did not seem
at all happy with my presence. “Possibly, yes, but not all Dreamers
are created equal. There are those that have, well, let us say that
their creations have a darker nature.”

“And you think I could be one of that
kind?”

“I have no proof otherwise.”

I pushed the first course around my plate and
tried to think of something I might do to prove to this man that my
dreams were never scary or wicked. I hadn’t had a nightmare since I
was seven or eight years old. I realized that I could try to argue
with him until I was blue in the face, but nothing would sway him
until he saw my actions. It was then that I made my decision. I
stood, my chair scraping noisily on the floor, and immediately all
eyes were on me.

“If I may, I would like to offer a gift, of
sorts, to all those present tonight.” There were looks of confusion
and a bit of fear on every face. “Since my arrival I have
experienced almost nothing but kindness and consideration,” I cast
the King a meaningful glance. “To return the favor, I would like to
offer some entertainment for you to enjoy.”

I cast my eyes upwards and began to
concentrate, praying that this would work. Gradually the ceiling
transformed into the night sky and all the lights of the ballroom
dimmed to a mere spark. I recalled a piece of music as the violins
began to play it for everyone to hear. I remembered a Bach violin
concerto from a movie. With each note, a star lit up, creating a
magical embodiment of the music. As the piece moved on I scattered
dancing spheres of light that performed a ballet in the air. I
released all the wonder and amazement I had felt since I first
opened my eyes and a shower of sparkles exploded as the music came
to its crescendo. They joined the dance in swirls and streaks above
our heads, creating blooms of light that expanded and scattered
onto every surface and faded away. On and on the magic flowed
through me. Surely all this beauty would not be lost on King Cyrus,
for how could someone with a dark soul create something so
exquisite?

As the concerto ended, my creations gradually
faded away and the interior illumination returned to its normal
brightness. For a moment there was a stunned silence over all
gathered, then thunderous applause. The conversation around me grew
excited and more relaxed, which put me at ease. On the downside, I
now felt weak and slowly sank back into my chair. I had come close
to fainting once, and the telltale sparkles and encroaching
darkness in my peripheral vision told me I was in danger of that
now. Ina was sitting next to me and put her hand over mine, a
gentle warmth passing from her into me. Her face had a look of
concern, but I assured her with smile and sat up straighter. They
served the next course and I happily welcomed it. After that
display I was famished and more than ready to replenish my
energy.

 


 


After everyone had eaten and the dishes
taken, the tables were spirited away to somewhere else in the
castle. A small group of musicians with some instruments I didn’t
recognize set up at the far end of the grand room. Soon they began
to play a happy, jig-like tune that was quite pleasant and some of
the guests paired off to dance. I felt embarrassed at not knowing
any of the dances and so decided to decline anyone who might ask me
to take a turn with them, claiming that my earlier performance had
quite exhausted me. In truth, I felt fine after the meal, but I
hardly wanted to look like a fool after my discussion with His
Highness.

Well, that had been my plan anyway. At the
end of the first song, King Cyrus stood and offered me his hand.
“My lady,” he gave a bow, “perhaps you would grace me with a
dance?”

The shock of it scattered
all reason from my head. Up until that moment, I never considered
that he would ask
me. How do you make an excuse to a king? I put my hand in his
before I knew what I was doing and found myself escorted to the
dance floor. As if on cue, the musicians struck up with a song that
was similar to a waltz, but with an added beat or two in what
seemed like odd placements. I started to panic. What could I
do?

As we reached the dance floor, I decided to
swallow my pride. I stopped walking and when he turned around I
made my confession. “I hate to do this, Sire, but I must tell you
something.”

He gave me a quizzical look. “What is
it?”

I drew close to him and stretched up so I was
close to his ear. “It’s a little embarrassing, but...”

With a low chuckle, he interrupted me. “I
understand you aren’t familiar with our dances, but if you will
permit me, I will show you. I promise it’s quite simple.”

I gulped, but nodded my assent. He took my
hand in his and placed his other about my waist. A little unsure, I
grabbed a bit of my skirt to keep me from stepping on it and making
myself look like more of an idiot. I looked up at him to show I was
ready. “It’s like this.” He took a step backwards. “Just follow
your feet with mine. When I step back, you step forward. I’ll guide
you where you need to go.”

I raised an eyebrow, “So you’re saying I
should just trust you?”

“Fair enough,” he smiled, conceding my point.
“By your leave, my lady?”

Taking a deep breath, I nodded and we began.
It was a little awkward at first. The rhythm seemed so odd to my
ears, yet not unpleasant. It was hard not to stare at his feet as
we made our way back and forth across the floor, but after a while,
I felt my body growing accustomed to the tempo and let go of some
of my tension. “There,” he said, “you’re doing marvelously.”

With surprise, I looked at him. Something had
changed in his eyes. “I... thank you, your Highness.”

“I must apologize to you for my behavior
earlier.” There was sincerity in his voice. “The things I said were
inappropriate and uncalled for. I am truly sorry if I offended
you.”

His words shocked me. I had not expected
anything of an apology from him. He was the King after all. It
hadn’t occurred to me that kings ever apologized for anything.
“It’s all right. I understand you had your peoples’ best interest
in mind. Every ruler has enemies and it would be quite foolish if
you simply trusted without reason.”

“What you say is true.” He agreed. “However,
that is no excuse for rudeness on my part. After all, it wasn’t
your conscious choice to be suddenly brought into our world.”

I considered that for a moment. If given the
choice, would I have done differently? It wasn’t as though you had
the opportunity to visit an entirely different reality every day.
“Perhaps, Sire. Yet given the chance I might have volunteered for
it. A bit more warning and a little more information would have
been nice though.”

We looked at each other and laughed a little.
There was still an uncomfortable tension, but we were both a bit
more relaxed now. “Those things you did earlier,” he changed the
subject, “they were truly marvelous.”

I blushed. “I have to admit I surprised
myself there. Although, I wasn’t without my own motives for
that.”

“Oh?” He raised an eyebrow.

I groaned inwardly. Now I had to explain
myself. “I don’t mean it like that! I just... I just wanted to show
you that I wasn’t a bad person and you that had nothing to fear
from me. I want to help with whatever it is I was called for. Well,
maybe I was a little insulted by what you said, but I swear my
intentions were good!” I was starting to babble and stopped
myself.

Much to my relief he gave me a smile. “Hell
hath no fury, so they say.”

I felt my face redden. “It seems you are not
the only one guilty of jumping to conclusions about others.”

The music neared its end. He spun me outwards
and gracefully pulled me back in, the sudden close contact coming
as a shock to me. But as quickly as he held me, he released me, and
the song ended. He bowed deeply as I recovered from my stunned
state. I returned with a curtsey.

He turned his back to me and faced the crowd.
I realized with another flush of awkwardness that everyone had been
watching us. I hadn’t even noticed. “Ladies and gentlemen, at this
time I would request that the Council take their leave with me. As
for the remainder of my guests, please enjoy yourselves for as long
as you like. For now, I must bid you a fond farewell.” There was
some applause as a few guests retreated to a side door. I assumed
they must be the Council. “Milady,” the King addressed me again, “I
would beg your presence at this meeting. Any assistance you could
provide would be most valuable.”

I nodded mutely. What else could I do?


 Chapter
Five

Ignorance and
Understanding

All eyes were on me, waiting. They were
expecting something from me, but what?

The King finished speaking with one of the
guards and took his place at the head of the table, me to his left.
He cleared his throat and began. “Council members, I appreciate
your coming at such short notice. It seems our situation is much
more critical than we feared. With the appearance of the Dreamer,
we can no longer deny that the time for action has come.”

Looking around at all the grim faces, I
realized that whatever was going on was quite serious. I had yet to
find out what this “situation” was.

The King turned to me. “You have all seen our
new arrival, but allow me to make a more formal introduction. This
is the Dreamer that arrived earlier today. She was summoned by the
Spirit Guide clan and was linked with one of them upon waking
here.” He motioned for me to rise and say something.

I stood, not entirely sure what I should say.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you all. My name is Aura, and, up until
this evening, I had no idea I was a Dreamer. Despite that, I
promise that I will do whatever I can to assist you.” I looked to
the King for his approval and he nodded. I returned to my seat
feeling a bit silly, but relieved. Since I had come here, no one
had even asked my name. It was baffling to me, but I guessed it was
their way.

“Dreamer Aura,” a tall, pale gentleman next
to the King stood, “I am Aldus, appointed head of the vampires in
the boundary lands.” A vampire? I marveled at it. It took me a
moment to rationalize his presence at this meeting. Eventually, I
decided that vampires could be either good or evil, depending on
the point of view.

Members in turn stood and introduced
themselves. There was Magor of the Centaurs, Elsaar of the Mermaids
(apparently they were able to change into dry land forms), Candross
of the Winged Ones, Salar of the Elves, Mergle of the Elvin Kind (a
sort of wrinkled gnome-like thing), Andro of the Rock People (none
of them were actually made of rock, they were just really, really
old), Landry of the Forest Folk, Ingria of the Meadow Dwellers,
Dremblaat of the Swamplands, Verid of the Electronic and
Technologically Simulated Life Forms (what a mouthful!), and Scoria
who represented all magicians (they were scattered all over the
place). They said there were others still, but they had other
crucial business to attend. I couldn’t begin to guess what that
could have been, and I wasn’t at all sure I wanted to know because
it probably wasn’t good news.

“Now that the formalities are over,” the King
made himself more comfortable in his chair, “let us discuss what we
know thus far and confirm that we all have a full understanding of
the situation.”

I sat there and listened, my alarm growing
from slightly nervous to a feeling of impending doom as they spoke.
The story went more or less like this. Recently the darkness on the
far side of the kingdom had begun to increase in size and was
encroaching on surrounding lands. The Dark Lands are where
frightful things dwell and Xorix, the Lord of Nightmares, reigns
supreme. Not one of the Council members knew why this was happening
so suddenly. For millennia, the precarious balance between light
and dark had been maintained, but now the tide was turning in favor
of darkness. No one wanted to share an opinion on what the
consequences of that might be, however.

I leaned back my head and stared at the
ceiling, trying to think of what I might do to set things right.
Nothing was coming to me. I didn’t even know where to start. Did
they want me to go there? Was I supposed to be a spy? Did they
expect me to fight someone or something? This was not boding well
for me.

“Dreamer, you have not said anything,” Magor
interrupted my inner machinations with his gruff, deep voice.

Sighing, I looked at him helplessly. “My
apologies, Magor, but I am at a bit of a loss of what to do
next.”

The air seemed thick with disappointment, as
though they had expected some miraculous revelation or a brave call
to arms. All I could give was apologies. They wanted a hero. I was
just a big mess of indecision and uncertainty.

“Do not lose heart,” the King said to me. “It
is a lot to understand. Friends, we must accept that this may be
too large a burden for any one being, Dreamer or otherwise.” The
grumbles of discord proved that this was not what they wanted or
expected to hear.

“I...” I attempted to think of something to
say to assuage them. “I’m so sorry. I want to help, I do. It isn’t
that I’m too afraid or anything... it’s just, this is so much to
think of all at once. Please, give me a chance. I need time to
process all this. To come up with something.”

Ingria spoke first. “With all due respect,
Dreamer, time may not be something we have much of.”

“I know, and I have no right to ask anything
of you, but please, don’t give up on me. I promise that I will do
everything in my power to aid this cause. Although this is all new
to me and I don’t know the extent of my abilities, I learn fast. We
must all have hope. Where there is hope, there is always a
chance.”

All were silent, contemplating my words. At
last, one of them said something.

“She is not without wisdom in this, friends.”
It was Andro, the oldest and most respected member of the Council.
“Haste without consideration would be very foolish. If the
situation is as bad as or worse than we know, charging head first
into the fray could have dire consequences.” There were nods all
around.

The King stood. “Then it is settled. Let us
all think on it through the night and perhaps we will have a better
view of things in the morning. Until then, let us adjourn.”

When the last of the Council had departed for
their rooms, I finally let go of the deep sigh I’d been holding on
to for most of the evening. With my elbows on the table, I leaned
my head on my hands wearily.

“You did well, my lady,” the King spoke in a
quiet, reassuring tone. “They are not an easy group to
persuade.”

“Then why do I feel like such a failure?” I
rubbed at my temples.

He was silent at this, as though I’d said
something that hit a little too close for comfort. I looked up at
him and found him staring into the fireplace as though he were a
thousand miles away. “Tell me something...”

“What would you like to know?”

“The world you come from...”

“Yes?”

“What kind of evil is there?”

That question gave me pause. “Well, there are
a lot of things I suppose you could call evil. They’re different, I
think, than the evil you find in dreams, but not less
horrible.”

“Such as?”

“Hunger, hatred, war, pollution, poverty,
diseases...” I stopped to think about it again, then continued.
“But some things depend on your point of view.”

He looked up at me, with a strange sadness in
his eyes. “What do you mean your 'point of view'?”

I scratched my head and considered it. “Okay,
for example, there are some people who believe that being in love,
in a romantic way, with someone of the same gender as you are, is
evil. Then there are those who live it every day and can’t
understand why it’s wrong. They feel that you can’t control whom
you love, so how could their love be evil? It’s complicated, I
guess.”

“Interesting,” he mused, “that there is so
much gray area in your world.”

Another example occurred to me. “Maybe this
can put it in perspective. When Aldus introduced himself as a
vampire, I was a little shocked. Most people from my world
associate vampires with evil, so I had to think about it for a
minute. I realized that there are those that romanticize the idea
of them and see it in a different light. They see them as beautiful
creatures; they are simply different from humans in certain ways,
like the difference between a shark and a whale. They see hating a
vampire on par with cursing a plant for sucking up all the
nutrients of the soil.”

That seemed to give him a clearer
understanding of what I meant. “So what you are saying is that
anything could be construed as evil.”

I laughed nervously. “I suppose so, but that
seems over-simplified to me. Granted, there are those things that
everyone considers evil and unnatural.”

“I have yet again underestimated you.”

“Oh really? Why so this time?”

He studied me again. “You can’t be more than
a few dozen years old in your world, I imagine?”

I wasn’t sure where he was going with this,
but I let him continue. “Yes. I’m twenty-five.”

Nodding his head, he went on, “Yet for one so
young you seem to have a fairly good understanding of both this
world and yours. Even with such abstract concepts as what you’ve
described.”

I blushed at the praise. “Er, thank you, I
think, but I’m nowhere near wise or in the same ballpark as all
knowing. You give me too much credit with your compliments,
Sire.”

“You are something entirely different than
I’ve ever encountered before.”

“I’m not sure what to think of that
statement, Highness.”

“Take it as you will,” he waved it off and
smiled. “But I meant no offense.”

“None taken.”

There was an uncomfortable silence. I stared
at my hands, willing them to give me anything else to talk about. I
couldn’t put my finger on it exactly, but it felt like there was
something he wasn’t telling me. Yet again, I wasn’t sure I wanted
to hear whatever this was.

As it turned out, I didn’t have to think on
it. There was a knock on the massive oak doors and Ina stuck her
head in. “Pardon me, your Highness, but I need to steal away our
guest.”

I stood and he bowed. As he did, he lifted my
hand to his lips and kissed the back of it ever so softly. A shiver
ran down my spine. “I must bid you goodnight then.”

He turned and left, leaving me standing there
in shock. What had just happened? That was a normal thing that
gentlemen did, or used to anyway, and there was no reason it should
have affected me so.

Then why did I have butterflies in my stomach
all of a sudden?

“My lady,” Ina had an odd look on her face
and shot a glance over her shoulder to make sure the King had gone,
“please be careful.”

I mentally shook myself from the trance.
“What do you mean?”

I recognized the emotion in her eyes:
concern. “His Highness can be very charming...” I waited for the
‘but’. “But you were brought here for a reason and it’s best not to
let... other things cloud your sense of purpose.”

I laughed both at her and at myself. “You
don’t need to worry, Ina. Even I don’t dream that big.”

 


 



 Chapter Six

Pudding and
Revelations

It was a nice ceiling, really. Painted there
were scenes from the most vivid dreams I’ve ever had. Like the one
about a giant wooden ship and the assassin, that was there. The one
about an Asian girl orphaned while traveling to another country, it
was there too. It was as if this room had been made specifically
for me. Yes, it was the most amazing ceiling I’d ever seen, but
after hours of staring at it, as I lay in bed awake, I was ready
for a change of scenery.

I guess when you live in a dream you don’t
need to sleep. I’ve never had a problem with tin my life, but now I
didn’t feel the least bit tired. At first, I chalked it up to being
excited about this new place. After rationalizing that it wasn’t
the case, I argued that the Council meeting had me stressed about
what I should do. Eventually I concluded that I wasn’t tired.
Sitting up and getting out of bed, I decided to give up and do
something else. I wondered how closely guarded I would be. Was I
allowed to explore the castle? What about the gardens I had seen
outside my window? Maybe there was a library, or stables where I
could find horses to ride if I so chose. How free was I here? I
thought about it for a little while and decided that maybe later I
would find out. Another question came to mind as I caught sight of
my gown draped over the privacy screen.

If I could make things appear, could I make
them disappear as well?

I walked over to where my dress from that
evening hung. It was exquisite. I would probably never be able to
recreate it once it was gone. Then again, I didn’t have anything
else to experiment on either. With all the focus I could muster, I
closed my eyes and pictured the garment in my mind. All the seams
that bound it, the fabric it was made of, even the silver thread
weaving its vines and leaves. I visualized them all, and then, I
began the task of unraveling it. A single metallic thread showed at
the hem of the skirt. I gave it a yank and it all began to
disintegrate. I watched as the seams split, the fabric
deteriorated, and the silver tarnished and came loose. Soon it was
all a pile of threads, and then dust, and then, nothing at all.

I opened my eyes. The dress was gone.

Smiling, I spoke aloud. “Now that was wicked
cool.”

 


 


I imagined up a warm, soft robe and matching
slippers. My feet were so snuggled in the shoes it felt like I was
walking on a cloud, while the robe swaddled me in a big hug of
coziness. I danced around the room a bit, recalling the steps I had
learned at the banquet and giggled like a little girl at myself. I
twirled until I was dizzy and out of breath then plopped down in
the overstuffed plush chair in front of the fireplace. It was good
to be royalty... or at least the guest of someone who was.

“So what now?” I asked myself. I felt a
little hungry so I decided to sneak down to the kitchens for any
leftover desserts from the party. The thick, molded pudding they
had served was rich, creamy, and sounded like what I was craving.
Not only that, but it would give me a chance to do some
unchaperoned exploring, and since I wasn’t sure where the kitchens
were, it was a good thing I wasn’t starving.

I put my ear to the door to see if I could
hear anyone out there. All was silent except for the ticking of the
grandfather of all grandfather clocks I had seen on my way to the
ballroom. It was huge, spanning from the floor to half way up the
ceiling...and these weren’t your average ceilings. Everything was
vaulted and at least 40 feet tall. The word grandiose didn’t begin
to describe the enormity of this place. When I was certain no one
was in the hall, I opened the door a crack and peeked. There seemed
to be no one about so I exited and closed the door behind me.

“Now which way first?” I asked myself as I
looked to the right and the left. Ina had taken me to the left to
go to the ballroom, so I decided to go to the right. There would
have to be a staircase around here somewhere. Upon glancing out the
window, I could tell my room was several stories up, and since this
was a castle, I could only assume that there was more than one
staircase going down. I padded along in my slippered feet and found
myself at another split in the hall. This time both directions
looked equally promising, so I had nothing to go on. “Nuts,” I
mumbled. “Where’s a map when you need one?”

“Pardon me, but are you lost?” A small voice
addressed me. I spun around, but could see no one anywhere nearby.
“Excuse me, milady. Down here.”

I turned again and looked
down at the marble table pushed against the wall. There were two
candles and a vase of flowers, but I still didn’t see who had
spoken. “Here I am! Here!” Something small scurried out from behind
the vase. I rubbed my eyes thinking maybe I was tired after all, but the little
mouse stopped, stood on its hind legs, and gave a bow. “Greetings,
milady. Is there anything I can do for you this fine
evening?”

The mouse was quite cute. He was all white
except for his little black nose. He wore a bright red scarf around
his neck and the tiniest black top hat I had ever seen. I knelt
down to his level to get a better look at him. “I’m so sorry. Were
you talking to me?”

“Indeed, milady,” he gave another bow. “My
name is Mory. I’m the unofficial watchman, er, watchmouse around
here.”

“Well good evening, Mory,” I gave a little
curtsey. “I’m Aura and it’s a pleasure to meet you. What exactly
does an unofficial watchmouse do?”

He twitched his nose nervously. “Well… you
see… that is, I haven’t got an official job description just
yet.”

“Ah, I see. So it’s an undercover position,
is it?” I smiled.

“Yes,” he rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Yes,
that’s right. It’s a real ‘hush-hush’ job.” His eyes darted back
and forth, looking for eavesdroppers. “Could you keep it a secret
for me?”

I held up my right hand. “I swear a thousand
horses could not drag it from me.”

“Very good,” he nodded his head. “Now, what
are you up to at this late hour, milady?”

I straightened and put my hands on my hips.
“I’m afraid I’ve got a serious problem, Mory.”

“Perhaps I might be able to assist you.”

“It’s possible. Tell me, how well do you know
this castle?”

Mory stood tall with his head held high.
“Why, mistress, I know things about this castle that the King
himself couldn’t tell you. You see, I know even the inside of the
walls.”

I giggled. “Then you are precisely the mouse
I need, kind sir. You see, we had a lovely pudding at dinner and I
can’t stop thinking about it. Could you show me the way to the
kitchens so I could see if there is any left over?”

“My good lady, the kitchens are my second
home. It would be my honor to escort you thus.” He gave yet another
bow, even removing his hat this time. “But would you be so kind as
to carry me in your pocket so we might travel more quickly? The one
drawback to being a mouse is the lack of length in the stride, I’m
afraid.”

“I would indeed,” I offered my hand and he
climbed aboard. “But you know, what you may think you lack, you
always make up for in other ways.”

He cocked his head to the side curiously.
“How so?”

“Well, for instance, were you any bigger you
wouldn’t be able to scurry about the castle unnoticed, and then I
would be without a guide tonight. Sometimes there are jobs that
only the smallest of us can accomplish.”

He seemed happy I thought so highly of him.
“Quite right, quite right. Very well spoken and something I shall
remember always. Now, shall we press on?”

With Mory’s guidance, I was learning all
there was to know about my new surroundings. Considering he was a
mouse, he was extraordinarily well informed about the history of
the palace.

“Now, if you look to your right, you will see
the wing that holds the King’s chambers and offices. These spaces
are the most recent additions, having burned down during the reign
of Olidon the Mighty,” he explained from my robe pocket.

“Why did it burn down if the King was so
mighty?” I asked a little facetiously.

“Actually, that is a very good question,”
Mory mused. “There was a great war involving a Dreamer and the
castle was attacked. Olidon defeated the invaders from the Dark
Lands. Actually, it’s a very sad story. Turn right here,
please.”

“A sad story?” I turned the corner. “How
could it be sad if they won?”

“Back in that time, the King knew that
Dreamers had amazing power, but he didn’t know that they could also
be swayed and corrupted to one side or the other. When the Dreamer
came, Olidon grew too complacent with his responsibilities, and
placed the burden of fighting off the dark legions on the Dreamer.
Some say he had fallen in love with her, but there is no documented
proof as such. At any rate, the Dreamer left on a quest to the Dark
Lands to face the evil head-on. When the Dreamer returned, she was
not the same. All bright things began to deform into shadows and
everything beautiful became hideous, but Olidon would not admit to
anyone that it was because of the changes in the Dreamer. It was
not until the enemy was upon him that he saw her for what she had
become. Her power was twisted because of her time in the Dark
Lands. You see, each Dreamer is unique in their strengths and
weaknesses. It was unfortunate that this particular Dreamer, as
bright a spirit as she was, was not strong enough to withstand the
pull of the darkness.”

“So what happened?” I had all but come to a
dead stop as the tale unfolded.

Mory shook his head sadly. “It fell to Olidon
to correct his mistakes. Had he found another way, perhaps the
Dreamer would never have had to journey to the Dark Lands. With
great shame, he confronted the Dreamer, now a shadow of her former
self, and with much sorrow, drove his sword through her heart. I
believe we are approaching the very sword that belonged to Olidon
here in the Coronation Room. It is here to serve as a warning to
every king since never to trust unconditionally.”

Things were starting to come clear. It was no
wonder King Cyrus had shown such mistrust for me. History was not
in my favor. There was more here than a cultural lesson, though. To
think that what happened to that poor girl could happen to me as
well... I dared not pursue that line of thinking. The important
thing to focus on was the fact that every Dreamer was different. If
I did have to face the Dark Lands I would know beforehand what I
could be in for.

“Tell me something, my lady,” Mory’s voice
broke into my thoughts. “How is it that you do not know this story?
I thought everyone knew the tale of Olidon the Mighty.”

Again, I stopped. Should I tell him the
truth? Lying only complicated things in the long run and I was sure
he would find out eventually anyway. “Mory, I need to tell you
something,” I reached into my pocket and gently lifted him to eye
level. “But you must promise not to be any different to me than you
are now.” He seemed confused, but agreed. “I’m not from this place.
I come from another world. I am a Dreamer, Mory.”

He squeaked in surprise, yet settled with it
rather quickly. “Well, I had heard rumors about the presence of a
Dreamer, but I did not suspect you for a moment.”

I frowned at him. “Suspect me? Does it have
such a negative connotation? I don’t feel like someone with the
capability for evil, yet if your story is true, it is not what I
feel that will define what I become, but some untested source
within me that I have no control over. I can’t believe that I am
doomed even before I start,” I could feel my eyes watering as I
fought back the tears.

“My lady,” he reached up a tiny paw and
touched my cheek, “I meant no offense. Had I known you were a
Dreamer I would never have related that story to you.”

I wiped a tear away and tried my best to suck
it up. “No, don’t apologize. I’m glad you did. No one else has told
me. These are things I need to hear. After all, how can I fight
what I don’t know?”

Then it hit me. It had been staring me in the
face this whole time. “My lady? What is it? My lady?”

I debated on going to the King right then and
there, but decided to wait, despite my excitement. He would need
all the rest he could get while he could get it. I should probably
take a little time and think things through a bit anyway. I looked
down at Mory, his whiskers twitching in concern. “It’s all right,
my friend. I’ve only just thought of a solution to a worrying
problem. Now, which way to the pudding?”

 


 


We looked at each other and grinned from
across the counter. I took another bite of the rich creaminess that
was the pudding and rolled my eyes in delight. Midnight snacks were
always best when shared. “See, Mory? I told you it would be worth
the walk.”

He hummed his approval through a mouthful of
dessert. I took another bite. I was beginning to feel full. This
was my third helping, after all. I set the spoon down and enjoyed
the last mouthful I could handle. Even as I swallowed, I was
wishing I hadn’t gone quite so overboard with it.

“Mory?”

He slumped over, as stuffed as I was. “My
lady?”

“I think I need some air,” I burped
involuntarily. “Are we anywhere close to the gardens?”

Lifting a limp hand, he fell completely
backwards with a belch. “The door. There.”

I rolled myself off my stool, sluggishly
reached across the counter and scooped him up as gently as I
could.

“Unnnngggghh...” he groaned.

Another air bubble found its way up from my
pudding-filled stomach. “I feel your pain, my friend. I think some
air will do us both good.” A little paw dangled from the edge of my
hand as I made my way to the door at the far end of the kitchens. I
turned the knob and pushed as hard as I could. It opened with a
reluctant creak and a sudden rush of cool night air hit my face. It
was fabulous. It was exactly what I needed.

The moonlight glinted off the surface of a
highly polished marble bench. I touched it with my free hand to see
if it was too cold, but decided quite quickly that I didn’t care
and sat down. Gently, I laid Mory, still in a pudding-induced
stupor, on a piece of granite garden edging. I leaned my arms back
behind me and gazed up at the sky. The stars were strange here. The
constellations were not the same ones I remembered them. I suddenly
felt very lonely and far away. I was disconnected from everything
and everyone I knew. I watched a meteor shoot across the sky and
closed my eyes, wishing that I would make it through this adventure
while still holding on to who I was. My mind began drawing pictures
of me and twisting them with shadows into creatures I didn’t
recognize. It was the closest thing to a nightmare I’ve ever
had.

 


 


My eyes snapped open at the sound of
footsteps approaching. It was cooler now and there was a light mist
over everything. Had I been sleeping? A panic swept over me and for
a moment, I didn’t remember where I was. In an instant, it came
rushing over me. The banquet, the Council, the pudding... and I had
the sudden feeling that I shouldn’t be here. The footsteps drew
closer and then stopped. Whoever it was, stood on the other side of
the hedge directly behind me. I slipped from the bench to the grass
and tucked myself in as close to the bushes as I could. I doubted I
should eavesdrop, but I feared it would be much worse if I were to
suddenly reveal myself and then have to explain why I was there.
Specifically, the whole midnight foray to the kitchens for pudding
I thought would seem rather dubious to an uninvolved party.

There was another sound, but it wasn’t the
sound of shoes. It was similar to hoof beats, but sort of irregular
on the third step, as if whatever was approaching had a limp or bum
leg. I tried not to breathe, but it felt like my heart was going to
beat out of my chest. I just prayed that whatever it was couldn’t
smell fear.

There was a snort and the sound of heavy
breathing. “My apologies for my late arrival, Mistress, but there
was trouble near the Agridar border,” the voice was deep and had a
growl to it.

“Nothing too serious, I hope,” the voice was
female, but I didn’t recognize it.

“No, Mistress. It has been... taken care
of.”

“Good, now what news have you for me?” There
was a cold carelessness in her voice that gave me shivers, and not
the good kind, either.

Another snort. “News of the Dreamer is
spreading quickly. There are small fires sprouting up everywhere
and some of my informants have been avoiding me. They think that
her arrival will change things.”

There was a moment of silence as he waited
for the woman to answer. She seemed to be considering. “Let them
think what they will. We should consider it a “test of loyalty”.
Those who fail will be severely punished when all is said and
done.”

“And what do I tell those that have expressed
their concern?”

“Tell them...” she paused, “Tell them that
this Dreamer is untested, but there is no cause for alarm. She may
prove to be malleable. I have yet to discover definitive proof of
her abilities. She is young and impressionable and fear can be a
powerful motivator. However, she seems very eager to please so that
could work either for or against us. It is too early to tell,
either way.”

The creature grunted its
understanding. “And is there a message for him?”

“You may relate to him what I just told you,
but I am still gathering information. I do not want to be faulty in
any report. I am working quickly, but using the utmost caution. As
of yet, I have not been discovered and, to my knowledge, there is
no suspicion of my presence. The King’s conjuror is quite
preoccupied with his crystal ball and thus is easy enough to avoid.
There are many comings and goings here now. I must do my best to
remain undetected.”

“Very good, Mistress. I shall relay this
information to him as soon as I am within the Dark Lands.”

“I shall call for you again when I have more
to report. Do not try to contact me for any reason, is that
clear?”

“Yes, Mistress.”

“Good, now go. I must return to my quarters
before anyone notices I am gone.”

There was a scuffling of hooves and then the
irregular beats of the creature retreating. The sound grew fainter
and fainter until I could no longer hear it. The other remained,
for what reason I did not know. Maybe she was making sure that no
one had seen or heard her. At last, I heard footsteps on the stone
path, which grew quieter each second. Even when I was sure she had
gone, I remained frozen, not daring to relax in case it was a
trick. I stayed there until my knees ached and my ankles began to
burn from remaining still for so long. When I could stand it no
longer, I fell back on my rear with a thud, waking Mory from his
comatose state.

“Eh?” he said as he jerked awake.

I quickly motioned him to
be silent. I didn’t want to take the chance that someone might
overhear him. I listened intently for any unusual sounds (like I
would really know
what was unusual here). At last I was satisfied we were alone and
spoke to him. “There was someone here a moment ago,” I whispered,
still worried that they were nearby. “There was a meeting just on
the other side of the hedge.”

Mory scratched his head. “A meeting? What
kind of meeting?” I related what I had overheard. His whiskers
began twitching nervously. “Oh, dear me. What are you going to
do?”

I looked to the horizon and saw the first
pinkish glow of sunrise between the mountains. “I have to go to the
King immediately. I can’t wait anymore.”


 Chapter
Seven

Sleepwear and
Subterfuge

There was no sneaking through the kitchens as
dawn approached. The staff would be busy getting things ready for
the morning meal. Mory had directed me to a seldom-used passage
that led to the hallway near the King’s quarters. If we were lucky,
no one would be around to notice us, or bother about my
wanderings.

When we reached the King’s chamber, I found
two guards posted on either side of the large double doors at the
end of the corridor. They barred my way, but I demanded to see the
King. They didn’t believe me when I told them who I was, until I
brought the gargoyle statues behind them to life. They were
convinced, so I released them from the stony clutches of the
sculptures.

When they opened the door, more guards stood
inside and tried to announce me, but I pushed through them into the
interior. King Cyrus, in his nightclothes, was not entirely happy
at my sudden entrance. “What is the meaning of this?”

I gave a brief curtsey. “Your Highness, I am
sorry to disturb you, but I have something of utmost importance
that I must share. It cannot wait.”

He frowned and grabbed a red velvet robe that
had been hanging on the back of the chair. “Very well, go
ahead.”

I glanced over my shoulder at the guards who
were still standing there. “Um, could we speak privately?” I felt
my face flush slightly, although I wasn’t sure why.

That gave him pause and he gave me a strange
look, but nodded to his guards anyway. “Leave us.”

With a snappy salute, they turned and closed
the doors behind them. The King motioned to a chair in front of the
fire and I sat as he bid me. He settled himself in the adjacent
seat and crossed his arms. “To what do I owe the pleasure of your
company at such an early hour?”

I felt my face flush again and tried
desperately to stop it. “I… that is...” I stammered. I closed my
eyes and tried to relax. “There is an enemy in the castle.”

As though he were expecting something else,
he sat up, startled. “What do you mean? What enemy? How could you
know this?”

“Well,” I said a little sheepishly, “I
couldn’t sleep last night so I did a little exploring,” I decided
to leave out the part about gorging myself on pudding. “I was in
the gardens when I heard-”

“Why in the world would you venture out by
yourself?” He railed at me. I shrunk down in my seat, afraid of
what he might do. “These are dangerous times! Anything could have
happened to you!”

I sat there, dumbfounded by his reaction.
Then it occurred to me that his concern was more due to me being a
Dreamer than anything else was. What was I thinking? I mentally
scolded myself. “I’m sorry. I had no idea I was to be kept under
lock and key.”

He took a deep breath to calm himself. “My
apologies. You are correct. I left no instructions that you were to
remain guarded or by any means not free to go where you chose. I
would advise you that in the future you should take a moment and
think about the consequences of careless behavior.”

I bit my lip. “Well, that’s just it, your
Highness. I had no reason to believe I was in any kind of danger
until I overheard something in the gardens,” I waited for his
response.

“Go on.” He leaned forward and I told him all
I could about the tryst in the moonlight. When I had finished, he
asked, “But you could not see them?”

I shook my head. “No, Sire. The creature was
four-legged and hoofed, possibly a centaur or something similar?
I’m not sure. The other was definitely female, but I imagine she
could disguise herself easily enough. She may be a guest here, but
I can’t be certain of that either.”

“And she has been avoiding my conjuror?”

“So she said,” I nodded.

He sat back in his chair and set his chin on
his hand, deep in thought. I said nothing more, deciding that
silence would give him a chance to consider everything I had said.
Suddenly, he stood and offered me his hand. I took it with a bit of
hesitation and fought the urge to blush again. He pulled me to my
feet. “Say nothing to anyone else. I need to speak with Dedric
before anything can be done.” I nodded my understanding.

We stood there for a moment, looking at each
other. I realized he was still holding on to my hand and pulled it
away with a jerk, not meaning to offend him, but it surprised him
nonetheless. “By your leave, Highness. I think I need to go. I’m
sure Ina will be wondering where I am.”

He cleared his throat. “Yes, she’s most
likely worried by now. Let me see you out.”

We got to the door and he opened it for me.
“Breakfast will be served in the sun room shortly. Ina will show
you the way.”

I gave a curtsey. “Thank you, Sire. I will
leave this matter in your hands then.”

He bowed and I retreated to my end of the
castle. When I reached my room, Ina was waiting outside the door.
When she saw me, she nearly tackled me. “Where have you been all
this time? I’ve been looking for you for hours!”

“I was with the King.” It wasn’t completely a
lie. “No worries.”

Alarm flashed across her face. “With the
King? What do you-?”

I laughed. “Relax, Ina. It was all business.
I’m not into that whole concubine thing.”

She blanched. “I didn’t mean...”

“It’s okay,” I patted her shoulder. “I
understand your concern. Have a little faith in me, okay?” She
nodded weakly and we made our way into my bedroom. “So, what shall
I wear today?”


Chapter Eight

Decisions and
Annoyances

Most of the Council members gathered in the
sunroom for breakfast that morning. Naturally, the vampire lord,
Aldus, would not be joining them here, but had sent word that he
would attend the meeting afterwards. I strode into the room
unannounced, but not unnoticed. I was wearing a beautiful rust
colored velvet dress with a large amber brooch securing the front.
I had pulled my hair up into a loose bun and accented it with
topaz-tipped pins. It was hard to get used to all the attention I
attracted here. In the real world people didn't ignore me
(especially not with my hair), but it was nothing compared to the
constant way my every move was followed here. I felt like I was on
reality TV. I laughed inwardly at the thought. Survivor: Dream
Realm. Now there was an idea for you.

I found a chair on the far side of the grand
table and ended up sitting between Candross of the Winged Ones and
Elsaar of the Mermaids. They stiffened a bit as I sat down, but I
gave them both a cheerful smile and a “good morning”, which relaxed
them slightly.

It was hard not to stare at people here, and
I fought the urge to turn my head and study my company in detail.
Candross had pale blond hair that was straight as a board, yet
looked soft as satin. Her eyes were a milky blue, like the sky on a
foggy morning. Her skin had a sheen to it similar to that on the
feathers of birds. I supposed it was an oily coating to protect her
from wind and rain. Although her gray-feathered wings folded behind
her, they still took up a lot of room and I jumped every time a
feather brushed my arm. Several times, I dropped my fork and made a
distracting clatter, which garnered a few annoyed looks.

Elsaar was no less striking, but in a much
more subtle way. Everything about her, including the way she
carried herself, spoke of elegance and duty. It was clear that she
was quite proud of who she was, but I didn’t feel as though she
thought badly of me. I found her manner of dress slightly odd,
however. Elsaar was quite beautiful with her high cheekbones and
regal posture, but her clothing seemed plain and restrictive. Her
gown was the kind of muted blue you see on old colonial houses and
had a high lace collar that fully covered her neck to her chin. It
seemed strange that she would so thoroughly hide herself, but I’m
sure she had her own reasons and sense of propriety as far as
fashion was concerned.

Andro was across from me. He took up enough
room for a man and a half. He was wide and muscular, but had
slightly shrunk a bit as he aged. With skin the color or mahogany
and leathered from years of exposure to the elements, he was an
interesting contrast to those by my side. His curly gray beard had
been groomed with much care, however, and there was a twinkle in
his eye that spoke of youthful days. His large hands were calloused
from hard work, and I admired him for that. So many leaders refused
to get their hands dirty. It was refreshing to find one that still
found meaning in simple labor.

As I caught his eye, I could see from his
expression that his mind was hard at work. “Good morning, Andro.
Did you sleep well?”

He stroked his beard thoughtfully. “Why yes.
Yourself?”

I shrugged, “I wasn’t very tired and spent
most of the night awake.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Oh it’s no problem. I busied myself with
other things,” I took a sip of the hot tea that a serving girl set
down for me. “Tell me, what’s got the wheels in your head turning
this morning?”

Andro gave a chuckle. “I had no idea I was so
transparent, Dreamer Aura. You needn’t worry. I was only thinking
of our approaching meeting.”

“Fair enough,” I said and took another drink,
thinking about my next question. It seemed that he was open to
discussing things with me, instead of being fearful and
standoffish, as the others seemed to be. “Andro, what are your
lands like? Where are you from?”

He sat back and folded his hands across his
chest. “Curious, are you?”

I nodded. “I love learning about new places.
What’s it like there? Are there many people? Is it very far
away?”

“One at a time,” he grinned. “There are many
people there, but the region is a large one so it is not as densely
populated as most places. We are scattered all over the mountains
there.”

“Mountains? The same as the ones surrounding
the castle?”

“No, not these mountains. The mountains of
Corval Ridge are quite distant from here.”

I tried to form some sort of map in my head,
but found that I had no real place to start. “Andro, how do you
travel here? I keep trying to visualize this realm in a more
concrete sense, but I’m having some trouble with it.”

Andro smiled. “Think of it
this way. Let’s say that the castle is in the middle of everything.
All the other regions connect by spokes of sorts, like a wheel.
Each main region may have other, smaller, regions branching out
from it. However, we don’t necessarily have to travel over land. In
some ways, any place within the realm can be reached with a thought, but
some physical travel is necessary. You see, one can only enter each
region from a few certain points. After that, one must travel to
their destination by more conventional means,” he stopped and
waited for a sign of understanding from me.

“So you can leave from any point in a region,
but you can only enter in certain places?” It seemed like a video
game.

“Exactly. You’ve understood well. I imagine
it must be quite different from anything you’re used to. There are
two halves to this realm. The first centers on this castle. The
other surrounds Vaargenheid, the castle in the Dark Lands where the
Lord of Nightmares resides.”

I was able to form a more stable picture in
my head. I put the boundary lands of the vampires in between the
two halves, as that seemed the proper place for it. I thought back
to the dream I had before coming to the Dream Realm. The foggy,
dead forest seemed like it could be the boundary lands, but that
was purely speculative for me. Perhaps I could catch Aldus later
and ask him.

The meal proceeded on, and I asked many other
questions, not only of Andro, but of Candross and Elsaar as well.
The other two were not nearly as forthcoming or warm as Andro had
been, so I gave up after a few brief, yet polite answers from them.
I wasn’t sure why they all guarded against me. All I could hope for
was, in time, they would open up more.

 


We sat at the Council table, waiting for the
King to arrive. Aldus had left an empty seat between himself and
the King’s place. I wondered whom it was for. Perhaps the
mysterious Dedric would be joining us today.

No sooner had I thought it, than the doors
opened and in strode the King with someone in tow. We all stood at
his entrance. At first, I couldn’t imagine that this newcomer was
the King’s conjuror. He looked more like a gothic punk than the
typical Merlin-like vision of a wizard to me.

He wore a long, black leather duster, and all
black underneath. His hair was black at the roots, then a bright
sapphire blue nearer the ends. Through his thick glasses, I could
see sharp, calculating black eyes. Nothing about him spoke of
warmth beyond courtesy, although I doubted he was kept on for
companionship.

The King took his place at the head of the
table, with the blue-haired man to his right. “Aura,” I jumped at
the sound of my name. He had never used it before. “This is Dedric,
my advisor and seer.”

I bowed my head a bit towards him, and he did
the same. Although he didn’t look directly at me after that, I felt
him studying me very closely. What did he expect to find?

“Members of the Council, I hope your evening
was a restful one. We have much to discuss today. I will open the
floor immediately for anyone who wishes to speak.”

I took a deep breath and worked up my
courage. “Your Highness, I have something I would like to put to
the Council.”

The look of surprise on everyone’s face was
mildly amusing. King Cyrus considered me, then acquiesced. “Very
well. You have our attention.”

Groaning inwardly, I noted that I always had
their attention. “Well, as you know, we need a plan of action to
deal with our enemy, but it occurred to me last night that I have
no understanding of what the enemy wants or why and how they intend
to get it. If I don’t know what the exact problem is, I see no way
to find a solution.”

“We can tell you anything you need to know,
Dreamer Aura,” Elsaar assured me.

I sighed. “I’m afraid it isn’t that simple.”
After what I had heard from Mory last night, this next part was not
going to go well. “I need to see for myself what is going on.”

There was a stunned silence all around. I
knew exactly what they were thinking of: the tale of Olidon the
Mighty and the Dreamer. They assumed I meant to go straight to the
Dark Lands.

“I’ve heard the story,” that seemed to shock
them almost as much as my first statement. “I know what happened to
King Olidon.”

“My lady,” the King seemed unnerved and
uncomfortable, “please don’t think that we were trying to hide
anyth-”

I held up a hand, cutting him off. “It’s all
right. I’m sure you all had my best interests at heart, however I
am not a child. I can’t be kept in the dark; afraid of things I
don’t know. Knowledge is power. Without it, how can I help
you?”

He thought a moment, “What is it you have in
mind to do?”

“Well, for one, I don’t intend to go into the
Dark Lands unless I absolutely have to. I know what can happen and
it’s a risk I don’t want to take if there is any other option,” a
collective sigh of relief passed across the table. “That being
said, there are things I must see before I can make a good decision
for what to do next. I need to do some exploring for myself, not
alone, naturally. I will require at least a guide and some measure
of physical protection.”

Everyone sat quietly, unsure of what to think
of my proposal. I could see mixed emotions all around, apprehension
and uncertainty the two most prevalent. I needed to keep them from
finding reasons for me not to go, so I changed the subject, “We
should also think about sending spies behind enemy lines. We need
to find the truth of the situation before we can know how best to
counter it.”

“I have already broached the subject with a
few select individuals within my clan,” Aldus remarked. “I have
found a few who would be willing to do what must be done.”

“As have I,” Verid of the Electronic and
Technological Simulated Life Forms (I decided to call them the
ETSLF, since the name was so long and unwieldy to say) added. “Some
of our nanites should be able to cross over into the Dark Lands
undetected. They will be able to beam information to our mainframe,
but only when conditions are right. The Dark Lands are unstable and
it is hard to predict optimal transfer times. Often the barrier is
so thick as to be impenetrable.”

“What kind of barrier is it, Verid?” I asked,
very curious about this topic.

“It is not an exact science when it comes to
the Dark Lands,” he explained. “If I had to give an educated
hypothesis, I would say it was made up of energy, intelligent and
designed to adapt to whatever being is trying to come across it. It
is better to equate it to a living thing rather than something
concrete or static, like a wall. Our researchers have spent much
time studying it and have yet to correctly determine what it
is.”

It hit me with such a force that I thought I
might fall back out of my chair. I was so certain that I was right,
and if I was, there was no way I would ever go to the Dark Lands.
Thoughts of my dream in the dead forest flooded my head and I could
almost feel the blackness reaching out to me again. It was as if
the mere memory of the barrier gave it power here. Uncontrollably,
I shivered, although no one but Dedric seemed to notice.

“So it’s settled then.” The King rubbed his
hands together. “I hereby appoint the two of you as ministers of
intelligence and surveillance. Are we agreed?” They nodded
emphatically. “Excellent. Now, as for your request, my lady...”

I raised an eyebrow. “It wasn’t exactly a
request, Highness. With all do respect, I mean to go with or
without the blessing of the Council,” I heard several members give
a sharp intake of breath. “I mean no insult, but if you want my
help, you must allow me to see for myself what the Dark Lands are
capable of.” I steeled myself for a reproachful response. To my
surprise, there wasn’t one.

The King nodded. “Very well, then. We shall
arrange for you to be escorted wherever you wish to go, unless your
safety is questionable,” I made to argue, but he stopped me. “I
will not compromise the future of this realm, and without you, that
task may be too much even for us all combined.”

I sighed. “Fair enough, Highness, but who is
to be the judge of what is safe, and what is not?”

“We shall discuss the details a bit later.
For the moment, I believe there are important matters that the
Council members must see to in their respective lands. We cannot
keep them any longer than necessary.” He turned from me and
addressed the Council as a whole. “Esteemed colleagues, I thank you
for your support during this time of crisis. I shall keep you
updated of any changes or events that are brought to my
attention.”

And just like that, the Council
disappeared.

“Everyone comes and goes so quickly here...”
I said, having a very Dorothy Gale moment. “Do people always vanish
like that?”

“Usually, yes,” he said slumping back in his
chair. “You get used to it.”

I glanced at Dedric, then back to the King.
“So, about what we discussed this morning...”

“Do not worry, my lady,” Dedric assured me a
smooth voice. “Things are already in motion to detect the
infiltrator.”

I studied him carefully. “What do you mean by
that, exactly?”

“I could explain it to you, but I doubt you
would understand.”

I felt the sting of that remark, “And how
would you know the first thing about what I would or wouldn’t
understand?” I felt the hairs on the back of my neck bristling.

The King could see there was trouble brewing.
“Dedric, I made the mistake of underestimating her myself and I do
not recommend it to anyone.”

Dedric tried to hide a sneer, but I caught it
before he could conceal it. “Very well, Sire. Tell me, my lady, are
you at all familiar with reading auras?”

I couldn’t help but giggle a little. “I had
no idea I was plural.” Unfortunately, the humor of it was lost on
him, and I sighed. “Yes, I am familiar with it. Can I do it myself?
Not really, no.”

“Not really?” He crossed his arms. “I would
think you either could or could not.”

I looked him in the face, challenging him, “I
believe that we all have some sort of innate sense about people.
But some of us might be able to visualize it better than
others.”

“Oh really?” He stared back at me,
unflinching. “And what exactly are you innately sensing about me,
my lady?”

I tried to stop myself, but my tongue got
ahead of me. “Right now, I’m sensing that you’re a royal ass, but
for the life of me, I couldn’t tell you why.”

His face burned with a crimson flush. “You
should watch what you say, Dreamer. Not all of us are afraid of
you.”

Afraid of me? What on earth was he talking
about? “What reason would anyone have to be afraid of me? I have
done nothing even remotely dangerous or violent, nor given any
reason that I might.”

“But that does not mean you are not capable
of it.”

I looked at the King incredulously. “What is
his problem?”

He sighed. “I’m afraid Dedric is even more
cautious of outsiders than I am.”

“And it will take more than some pretty
lights to convince me otherwise, girl.”

I glared at him, and then turned back to the
King. “Cautious? You call this,” I motioned at Dedric, “cautious?
You know what I call it? Caustic.”

“You needn’t talk about me as though I
weren’t here,” he growled.

“Oh, I needn’t, need I?” I said mockingly.
“So what need I
do then?”

Dedric looked at me over the top of his
glasses, “Show me.”

“What?”

He adjusted his position in the chair across
from me, “Show me.”

This guy was really starting to tick me off.
I threw up my hands in frustration. “Okay, I give. Show you
what?”

Without another word, Dedric rose and left
the room. I just sat there, utterly confused by what had just taken
place. Still stunned, I looked at the King. “What the heck was that
about?”

Calmly, he rose. “If you follow him, maybe
you’ll find out.”

“You can’t be serious.”

He nodded. “This is just his way.”

“His... way?” I felt like
the only sane person in this place. “Being exceptionally rude and
trying my patience is his
way?”

“You should go after him,” the King strode
towards the door. “Dedric doesn’t care much for waiting.”

I felt like I had just stepped into the
Twilight Zone. Was this some kind of test? I had no idea which way
was up I was so frazzled. There was a choice to be made. On one
hand, I could bend to whatever demented plans the wizard had. On
the other hand, I could completely blow him off and go about my
business. A rumble from my stomach decided for me. It was
definitely time for lunch. Maybe after a good meal things would
seem a bit more straightened out, instead of generally tilted.


Chapter Eight

Searching and
Seeing

Back in my room, I discussed the happenings
of the meeting with Mory. I described as best I could about the
strangeness of the wizard, Dedric. “I’m not really sure what to
make of him. Do you think he’s just some bipolar eccentric? My
first impression of him doesn’t seem far off, and, generally, I’m a
good judge of character. What do you think, Mory?”

My rodent friend munched on a piece of bread
I had left over from my lunch. “Well,” he swallowed, “I’ve never
met the man personally. However, wizards and conjurors in general
are a strange breed. You will find that most do have reason for
their odd behavior. We just don’t always understand it, nor do they
explain it.”

“So you’re telling me he was being a jerk on
purpose and he may have had other intentions?”

Mory took another bite and chewed a bit.
“That is entirely possible. As I said before, wizards are a strange
sort. I suggest caution when dealing with him.”

I sighed. “I guess I should go find him
then.”

“That would probably be best,” he nodded.
“After all, the best way to learn about someone is to spend more
time with them.”

After talking with Mory, I
started feeling foolish for my behavior. It was childish of me to
be acting this way. Despite all my doubts about Dedric’s sanity, I
decided to swallow my pride and go see him. I asked Mory if he’d
care to accompany me, but he assured me he had no desire to spend
time with any wizard. It wasn’t his cup of tea, he said. I think he was a
little on the scared side. Unfortunately, so was I. Only I didn’t
have the luxury of avoiding Dedric.

I left Mory to his bread and cheese and went
to face the inevitable. I hadn’t decided yet if I would do any
apologizing. That would depend entirely on the wizard’s
disposition.

I found my way back to the grand hall, then
stopped, realizing I had no idea where to go next. Didn’t wizards
generally prefer dungeons and towers? I had no definitive proof on
this, I realized, but it seemed as good a place to start as any. I
turned to go, when I noticed a couple of guards standing next to a
set of great doors. Surely, they would know.

“Pardon me,” I approached them, “but would
either of you happen to know where I might find the King’s seer,
Dedric?”

The guard nearest me blanched a bit. “Beg
pardon, my lady, but are you certain you really want to find
him?”

I smiled, “I’m afraid I do. I think it may be
quite important.”

The other guard, who was somewhat older and
more experienced, gave me my answer, sort of. “He would either be
in his potions room in the dungeons, or in the tower with his
crystal ball.”

”Excellent,” I sighed. “I don’t suppose
there’s any way to check without traipsing all the way to either
end, is there?”

“My apologies, my lady, but no.”

“Well, that’s just fabulous,” I said in
frustration. “All right. What’s the quickest way to the potions
room?”

 


 


I do not like dungeons.

It took me the good part of an hour to find
the potions room in the maze that was the underbelly of the castle.
It was especially slow going, considering my aversion to bugs and
spiders. The bats I didn’t mind so much. Overall, it was pretty
much what you’d expect a dungeon to be: dark, dank, and generally
unpleasant.

The potions room was fairly obvious. It was
the only door without bars, but a strange, large lock instead. I
gathered up my courage and rapped with the heavy iron knocker. The
sound of it echoed through the tunnels. Somewhere a bat went
squeaking into the darkness.

I listened for an answer, but received no
reply. I knocked again and the door inched open with a groaning
creak. I stood there, wondering if I should go in and investigate.
After a bit of deliberation, I decided to just poke my head inside
and see if Dedric was there.

“Halloo?” I called into the room as I peered
around the corner. “Dedric, are you here?”

There was no answer, so I pushed the door
open a bit further. “Dedric?” Something across the room caught my
attention. In the far corner, on a black marble workbench, was a
rusty gray cauldron that smoked and emitted a greenish light.
Around it were shelves lined with bottles and beakers and jars of
things, some of which I recognized, some of which I didn’t. On the
bench in the center were all sorts of tools for measuring and
chopping and grinding. I had the distinct feeling that I shouldn’t
be here. Whatever that stuff was bubbling away in the cauldron, I
didn’t want to investigate it further. Taking hold of the handle, I
gave the door a tug (it was much heavier than it looked) and pulled
it shut. He wasn’t here and I wasn’t about to mess with anything in
that room. Who knew what kind of poisonous and otherwise gross
stuff might be lurking in there?

I made my way back through the dungeons,
slightly more quickly than the way down, and headed for the tower
room. On the way, I passed the same guards and asked for
directions. This place was endless in its corridors, turrets, and
tunnels, but I was slowly getting a better feel for it.

The double doors leading to the tower were
enormous. I lifted my eyes up to the top. They had to have been a
good twenty feet tall. Why anyone needed to build such a
ridiculously sized doorway was beyond me. I just hoped that in the
time it took me to get here, I hadn’t missed Dedric. I was a bit
perturbed at having to track him down like this, but had I followed
him when told to, all this would have been unnecessary.

I put aside my self-chastisement for the
moment and pulled open one of the doors. Beyond the doorway was a
dark, concrete stairwell that spiraled out of sight to the top of
the tower. Torches dotted the walls at irregular intervals, as if
it had been an afterthought to add them. I ignored the dust and
cobwebs and began the ascent to the top, where, with any luck, I
would find Dedric.

I remembered how much I hated stairs as I
wound my way up. I felt like I was at least half the way up, but as
yet, there was no end in sight. Eventually I came to a small,
slit-like window and looked out, trying to gauge my progress. The
height was slightly dizzying, and I was amazed at how tall this
tower really was. It hadn’t seemed so big from the gardens, but
that may have been due to its large girth balancing it out.

After a hideously long climb, I reached the
end of the stairs and stopped to catch my breath. It seemed as if
the air were a bit thinner here than at the bottom, but that was
probably just my imagination. When my heart rate slowed, I
approached the door to the tower room and knocked politely. Again,
there was no answer, so I knocked a second time.

“Enter,” a voice called from inside. I said a
little prayer of thanks and opened the door.

The inside of the room was a complete
contrast to the musty stairway outside it. Here it was immaculately
clean and covered from floor to ceiling in midnight blue velvet.
Light poured from the skylight in the roof. The window let in
another beam of sunlight to the middle of the room where it glinted
off a giant crystal ball on a silver pedestal. I gaped at the
hugeness of it, suddenly realizing why the tower doors had been so
enormous. I tore my eyes away from it and searched for Dedric. He
was on the far side, seated at a beautiful mahogany desk, pouring
over scrolls of some kind. “May I help you?”

I walked the length of the room to reach him.
“Actually, I’ve come to ask you that same question.”

“I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking
about,” he didn’t even look up.

This couldn’t get any more confusing. “You
said ‘show me’, so here I am. What exactly would you like to
see?”

At last, he turned to me. “And you just
expect me to drop everything and tend to you now?”

“Well, frankly, yes,” I looked him square in
the face. “As long as it took me to track you down, I would think
that would be considerate. I’m conceding something just by being
here after our unpleasant initial meeting this morning. All I ask
is the same in return.”

He turned back to his scroll. “Very well. If
you would, take a look at this.”

I shrugged and did as he asked. Upon close
inspection, his desk looked considerably less amazing than it had
from a distance. The years of use were evident by its marred
surface and the dented corner. I stood to the side and looked down
at the scroll he was studying. It seemed to have writing on it of
some kind, but I couldn’t quite make it out. It was like trying to
read with your eyes half closed: you feel like you know what it is
but have no way of being sure.

“What is it?” I asked him.

“You can’t read it?”

I shook my head. “Should I be able to?”

“What are you able to do so far?”

It was like switching
trains of thought mid-journey every other sentence. “I don’t
follow. What do you mean ‘do’?”

“Aside from conjuring lights, what have you
been able to do with your powers?”

I thought back. “Well, I was able to destroy
a dress I had imagined up. At least, I think I did. It disappeared
anyway. I also brought some gargoyle statues to life this
morning.”

“Anything else?”

“I think that’s it. Why are you asking?”

He took off his glasses and rubbed the lenses
with a cloth. “What is your opinion of me?”

“I’m sorry?”

“Your opinion of me,” he repeated. “What do
you think of me?”

Was this guy insane? What was he doing?

“Well?” He insisted.

“Honestly, I think you might be a little bit
crazy. I’m not sure if you’re a genius or a whack job. You’ve not
been very nice to me either, therefore I’m inclined not to like you
much.”

“Yet here you are.” He replaced his glasses
on his nose.

I crossed my arms. “I’m beginning to wonder
why.”

“Humor me for a moment longer,” Dedric rose
from his seat and walked over to an adjacent cabinet. He unlocked
it with a key that materialized out of thin air, and opened both
doors wide enough for me to see all the things it contained. “One
of these items is not like the others. I would like you to tell me
which one, and why.”

I moved a bit closer to him and studied
everything. There were three shelves in the cabinet, each full of
random knick-knacks, trinkets, and jarred objects. I started at the
top, studying each thing carefully. There was a tiny porcelain
thimble with pink buds on it, a scrap of ribbon that was wrinkled
as though it had been knotted in a ball until recently, something
that looked like a straight razor, a jar of blue sand, some dried
out flowers, and a rusted comb amongst others. It seemed to be a
hodgepodge of things and I couldn’t imagine what any of them were
doing here. Then I caught a glint of light off something metallic
shoved in the bottom left corner. Studying it more closely, it
looked like it could have been a washer of some sort. Then I
realized it was actually a ring. I looked at Dedric. “Are they okay
to touch?” He nodded. “You promise nothing will try to bite me or
turn my hair funny colors?” He nodded again and I reached for the
small circle of metal.

As soon as I picked it up, a torrent of
pictures began flashing through my head. Not just pictures,
actually. There were so many emotions in these visions that I
started feeling overwhelmed and woozy. They flashed faster and
faster until they all blurred together. The sensation of nausea was
threatening to revisit lunch upon me. With all the strength I could
muster, I flung the ring across the room and fell to my knees,
breathing heavily. This was much worse than the stairs. So very,
very much worse.

Then I blacked out.

 






“Aura...” his voice was faint, but I could
tell it was Stephen’s. “Aura.... I hope you can hear me...”

I tried calling out to him, to tell him I
could, but my lips wouldn’t budge and the air stuck in my
throat.

“Don’t leave me, Aura.... don’t....”

It faded and I could no longer hear him. I
struggled within myself, trying to move, to speak, even to open my
eyes, but there was nothing. It felt like I was suffocating the
fear was so thick upon me. I wanted to scream but couldn’t make a
sound. I couldn’t even cry. There was so much nothing everywhere...
everywhere....

 


 


Something cold and wet on my face brought me
around. I fought with my eyes and managed to pry them open just
enough to let a little light slip in. Someone was here with me,
putting a damp cloth on my forehead. The taste of bile in my mouth
told me that I had recently thrown up.

“Water...” I whispered.

It was Ina. “Here,” she said soothingly.
“Drink this.”

She propped my head up a bit and put a cup to
my lips. The water was cool and sweet running down my throat. I
felt myself returning to normal. “What....” I laid back. “What
happened?”

She sat there and looked at me, her face a
knot of worry. “I was hoping you could tell me. Dedric brought you
down and said you were unconscious. He left before I could ask him
any questions.”

I told her what I could about what had gone
on in the tower, but my memory was sketchy at best. I still
couldn’t make heads or tales of anything that had flashed through
my brain when I held the ring. There were people I didn’t recognize
and feelings I had no connection to. It’s almost as though I were
in someone else's head. It couldn’t have lasted more than a few
seconds, but it felt like an eternity had been crammed into that
one instant. “So, what do you think it was?”

She shook her head. “I wish I knew. You
didn’t recognize any of the people you saw?”

“No. Wait... maybe...” I started to remember
something. “There was someone, but not really. I mean it was
someone I know, but different somehow. Younger, maybe? It’s hard to
tell because I can’t quite get a clear picture of him in my
mind.”

“Well, anything is possible. Maybe they were
someone else’s memories after all.”

The more I thought about it, the more likely
that seemed. It was very unnerving. I fought the urge to find out
whose memories they were. Something deep inside was telling me not
to pursue it, but my damnable curiosity was still nagging at
me.

The King chose that moment to burst through
the door. “Where is she, Ina? Is she all right?”

“I’m fine,” There was an air of suspicion in
my tone. “I had no idea you’d be so worried.”

He stopped and cleared his throat. “I’m
afraid I owe you a great apology, my lady. Dedric insisted we test
you, and, as you have experienced for yourself, he can be a hard
one to argue with.”

I said nothing, but sat there with a sour
look on my face.

“Even he had no idea the item would have that
much of an effect on you.”

“Pardon, your Highness, but might I ask about
the object in question?”

He looked at Ina. “What of it?”

“What do you know about its original
owner?”

King Cyrus considered his reply carefully
before answering. “It’s a family heirloom, passed down from
generation to generation.”

Ina settled her gaze on him. “And the
original owner?”

“I think you know as well as I do who the
original owner was,” he said, and the words rested heavily in the
room.

There was silence as I looked back and forth
between the two of them. I felt like I had missed something. I
waited a bit longer for an answer, but eventually broke down and
asked. “Okay, I give up. I’ll take “Psychosis-inducing rings” for
$400, Alex.”

“I cannot believe you actually made her touch
it,” Ina suddenly began to chastise the King. “Do you have any idea
what that might have done to her?”

The King straightened to his full height. “Do
watch your tone, Spirit Guide. It is by my good graces that you are
allowed to remain here.”

She clenched her jaw, and then spoke to me
without taking her eyes from the King. “This ring you touched is
older than you can imagine. In allowing you to pick it up, Dedric
opened us to the possibility that you would be tainted by the evil
of nightmares.”

My mouth flopped open. “Are you telling me
that the ring I held actually belonged to…”

“The Dreamer from Olidon’s time,” the two of
them said in unison.

It suddenly seemed so clear. How could I have
missed it? The news caught me off guard. When it sank in, I became
angry. “What is it going to do to me?” I yelled. “How could you? To
think, just touching that thing could’ve turned me into that....
that... that twisted thing that had to be destroyed. How could
you?”

I flew out of bed and down the hall. I was
mad as hell. Wizard or no, I could unmake him just as easily as I
unmade my dress. I took the steps of the tower two and three at a
time, my rage fueling me to the top. I stopped outside his door, my
chest heaving. I didn’t bother with knocking this time. I burst
through the door and began screaming my tirade at....

I looked around. There was no one here. I
stomped my foot like a toddler throwing a tantrum. I stood there
and fumed for a while. Gradually my blood pressure returned to
normal and my brain started working again. I looked around and
could still see the place where my stomach had emptied its contents
on the stone floor. Nasty. Dedric must have gone to tell someone to
come clean it up. I turned back to the door and concentrated on
regaining my composure. As I stood there, I felt a strange
sensation, as if someone were watching me. Then I noticed the glow
that emanated from behind my back. I turned slowly.

At first, I couldn’t look directly at it. It
was so bright I couldn’t tell what it was. When my eyes adjusted, I
realized that it was Dedric’s giant crystal ball. I felt drawn
towards it, pulled into it, unable to look away. I watched the
smoke swirling within it forming shapes. Soon clearer pictures were
visible, almost like watching an out of focus movie at the theater.
In imperceptible increments, it became completely clear. I was
mesmerized.

They came in flashes. First, a pirate ship
sailing through stormy waters. Next, a mountain peak covered in
snow, followed by a forest choked with dark, twisting vines
writhing like snakes. An enormous conflagration that scorched
everything it touched. A kingdom under the ocean. A gleaming red
tower in the middle of a desert. Lastly came bursts of black and
white energy striking at each other. Then it was myself, surrounded
by these images flying all around, mixing up in a maze, but
connected by a path. They were all a part of the same story but out
of order somehow.

Someone grabbed my shoulder and tugged me
back. I fell to the floor with a thud.

“You know,” his voice was calm as he squatted
next to me, “that’s the second time today you’ve ended up on my
floor.”

I glared up at him, “No thanks to you.”

His eyes had that same, piercing glint to
them, which I had noticed that morning. This Dedric was an odd
fellow, that’s for sure.

“I must apologize to you.” He stood and
offered me his hand, which I declined and rose to my feet on my
own. “I had to test you and make sure you were what you claimed to
be.”

I brushed off my butt. “I never claimed to be
anything. It’s everyone else that insisted on calling me a
Dreamer.”

“True enough,” he nodded his head, “but
people have a tendency to get carried away at times. I didn’t want
to risk it.”

“So instead you exposed me to potential
disaster? That hardly makes it worth the risk,” I boggled at his
logic.

“As I said before, I give you my humblest
apologies.”

“Not to sound judgmental, but I doubt you do
anything humbly.”

Dedric shrugged. “Think of me what you will,
but I am not without reason.”

I crossed my arms and glared at him.

“I do believe you owe me an apology as well.”
He turned towards his crystal ball.

“Excuse me? What in the world would I have to
apologize for?”

“One should always apologize for using
another’s things without asking permission first.” He examined the
ball carefully.

“You think I intentionally used that thing? I
was just standing here with my back to it and it came on all by
itself. So of course I looked at it!”

He spun back towards me. “You’re saying you
didn’t recite the incantation?”

“What incantation?”

His brow creased in obfuscation.
“Interesting...” he trailed off in thought. I threw up my hands and
gave up. This wizard was entirely too mind-bending for me. I turned
to leave the room. “What did you see?”

“What do you care?” I said over my
shoulder.

“It may be important to us.”

“To us or you?”

“I think the two are not mutually
exclusive.”

“Fine,” I shrugged and told him about the
images, describing them as best I could remember. “Do you know of
any of those places?”

He nodded. “I do, but I cannot imagine what
the common element is.”

I turned back to the door and began walking
out. “Well, I’ll leave you to ponder it and you get back to me if
it makes any sense to you,” I kicked the door closed behind me.


 Chapter Nine

Magic and
Mercenaries

I came back into my room with a sour look on
my face. The King and Ina were still there discussing what appeared
to be me, judging by their sudden silence.

“Where did you go?” Ina asked me.

“Don’t worry, he’s still alive,” I plopped
down in a chair in front of the fireplace.

The King sat down across from me and Ina
stood behind my chair. “We need to discuss this journey you want to
take.”

I nodded. “I figured as much.”

“His Highness and I have been discussing who
should accompany you,” Ina explained. “For certain I shall be
going, but we will need more protection than I alone can provide.
Despite what you may think of him, we thought perhaps Dedric should
come along. We would also need to find someone with more physical
skills.”

The King was oddly silent. I could tell the
wheels in his head were turning. “Sire, might I ask about what
you’re plotting?”

He jumped a little. “Actually... I had
thought that perhaps I could come as well. I’m quite handy with a
sword and direct hand-to-hand combat.”

Ina and I both looked at him as if he was
crazy. “You can’t possibly, Highness,” Ina insisted. “There would
be no one here to protect our people if you left.”

“And you need to be here to receive the
intelligence reports, as well,” I added.

“I realize all of this.” He looked a little
crestfallen. “But I do not want to put the burden of all of this on
you. Mistakes have been made before, and I have no intention of
repeating them.”

“It’s hardly making a mistake if we agree
it’s better for you to stay here. In addition, what if the enemy
learned of our simultaneous absences? There would be nothing to
stop them from taking over the castle,” I tried reasoning with him,
but he kept quiet. “Why don’t you discuss it with Dedric? He might
have some weird, random solution for you.”

“Indeed I do.” Dedric was suddenly there with
us. I hadn’t heard him come in. “What she says it correct,
Highness. For you to leave the castle would be akin to inviting
disaster into our lands. It’s dangerous enough that the Dreamer
will be leaving, but both of you together? No, I think perhaps that
is not wise.”

Cyrus didn’t seem to like that answer much.
“And if the enemy knows the Dreamer is gone, they will be just as
likely to attack.”

Dedric smiled mischievously. “I have just the
thing for that, Sire,” he pulled out a scroll from inside his coat
and handed it to the King.

After looking over it briefly, the King’s
eyes grew large. “Will this do what I think it will?”

Dedric nodded. “It creates a spiritual
duplicate of whomever it is cast on. I can only do it for one
person at a time, however. My powers do have limitations.”

“Wait a sec,” I interrupted them. “Are you
saying you can clone me?”

“Not exactly, Dreamer,” he shook his head.
“All I can do is create the illusion that you are here. People will
see you and be able to speak with you in the corridors and about
the grounds, but they will not be able to touch you. Not that most
of them would want to, as the majority of them are scared of
you.”

I glared at no one in particular. “I still
think that’s a bunch of rubbish.”

“Rubbish or no, that is the way they feel,”
he shrugged.

“Moving on,” I waved it off, “now that that’s
been decided, who is going to go along as our muscle? It can’t be
just anyone. They must be trustworthy... and not being afraid of me
would be a plus, too.”

We thought about it. I myself couldn’t think
of too many options. I tried to remember any dreams I might have
had that involved a mercenary type. I recalled the name Gabe and
the vision of someone armed to the teeth with all kinds of knives
and swords. He had dark golden hair pulled into a ponytail and tied
with a leather strap. His arms were well defined and tanned from
the sun. I also remembered some kind of a patch or embroidery work
involving a paw print of some sort. He had been in a dream of mine
once… something about ogres ambushing a convoy.

“He seemed like such a nice guy. It’s a shame
I don’t have a clue as to where to look for Gabe,” I muttered,
mostly talking to myself.

They all looked at me, perplexed. “And does
this “Gabe” have any other details to him?” Dedric inquired,
slightly smug. I told them what I could remember of the man,
including the insignia on the patch.

“It sounds like a member of the Lion’s Claw
Order,” King Cyrus rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “They are quite
well known and a trustworthy group, as far as mercenaries go.”

Dedric was to the door with
only a glance from the King. I heard him say something to the
guards posted outside, but then came back in and closed the door
behind him. “I’ve sent someone to fetch this Gabe of the Lion’s
Claw Order. We shall see if the two are one and the same. If not,
we haven’t thought of any other options yet. Even if this man is
not your Gabe, he
may do for our purposes.”

 


 


 


The next afternoon we waited in the Council
room in anticipation. They notified us early that morning that the
mercenaries had received the King’s summons and sent out a man
named Gabrien. We would meet with him all at once and come to a
consensus as to whether or not he was suitable to complete our
expeditionary group.

When the moment came, I knew as soon as he
entered the room that this was the same man from my dream.
Somewhere inside his dark brown eyes told me he was the only one
that would meet our requirements. I stayed silent, however, and let
the others do as they would to come to that conclusion.

Gabrien bowed low in reverence to the King.
“Your Highness, I have come as you requested. My name is Gabrien
Brierblood of the Lion’s Claw Order. What is it you wish of
me?”

The King stood and walked around him,
studying him from head to toe. “Tell me, Gabrien Brierblood, what
kind of loyalties do you have?”

Gabe lifted his head and stared at the King,
surprised by his question. “Sire? My loyalties?”

King Cyrus stopped. “Yes. Your loyalties. Are
you strictly muscle for hire, or have you your own ethics and moral
code?”

“I take great pride in my duties, Sire. I
weigh any job carefully before accepting it. If it is not something
I would tell my children about with pride, then it is not a task
worth undertaking.”

“So you have children, then?” Ina asked.

Gabe nodded. “A son and a daughter.
Twins.”

“And they are with their mother?”

He was quiet, then responded. “No, my lady.
My wife died when they were very small. My mother and father watch
over them while I am away.”

“I am sorry for your loss,” Ina bowed her
head in genuine empathy.

“Tell me,” Dedric inquired, “how far have you
traveled in these lands? Do you know them well?”

Gabrien considered it before he answered. “My
travels have brought me to all regions of this realm. There is not
a land in which I do not have connections. I adapt very well to all
locations and know how to blend in better than most.”

They were all silent and looked to me for my
opinion. I nodded and smiled. I had no questions.

“Very well,” the King said. “It looks like we
are all in agreement. Gabrien Brierblood, we would like for you to
lend your sword to our expedition, to go in my stead.”

Gabe stood. “I accept with great honor, your
majesty. Who shall I be accompanying?”

He motioned to us one at a time. “Dedric, my
royal advisor and seer. Ina, a Spirit Guide. And lastly, Aura, a
Dreamer.”

Gabrien balked and went slightly pale. “A
Dreamer? Sire, what is the nature of our mission?”

I answered for him. “Why, to save the world,
of course.”

 


 


 


As I sat in my room making a list of things I
might need to take with me, I heard a knock on the door. “You may
come in.”

I heard the door open and close quietly. “My
lady? I was wondering, if this isn’t a bad time, might I speak with
you?”

I turned in my chair and smiled at him. “Why
certainly, Gabrien,” I motioned to one of the chairs near the
hearth. “Please have a seat, won’t you?” We sat across from each
other, the firelight flickering shadows across our faces. “What is
it you’d like to talk about?”

He seemed to be fighting with himself about
whatever it was. “I beg pardon, my lady...”

“Please, call me Aura.”

“All right...” he trailed off, a bit unsure,
“Aura. Today at our initial meeting, you had no questions for me. I
thought, maybe... but I’m sure it couldn’t be possible.”

I laughed. “But I thought anything was
possible here?”

“That is true for most things, I suppose,” he
sank back into thought. “I just can’t help having the feeling that
we’ve met before.”

Sitting back, I considered him. Was it
possible that he remembered me? “Perhaps we have, Gabe, but only in
a dream.”

“That’s right! You’re a Dreamer!” He slapped
his forehead. “I was wondering why I had been so specifically
requested. And then, when you asked nothing of me....”

“It was because I already knew what kind of
man you are,” I assured him. “I was not the one that needed the
reassurance of your true nature and good heart.”

He seemed embarrassed by my praise of him.
“You speak too highly of me, Dreamer Aura.”

“Please, just Aura will do,” I reminded him.
“And I disagree. You proved yourself to be both adept and merciful
when the ogres attacked the caravan I dreamt of.”

He sat back in his chair, seeming more at
ease. “Could I inquire about the specifics of the task ahead? The
others have been less than forthcoming with information.”

“That could be because there’s no solid plan.
Also, if you were talking with Dedric, I doubt you’d have gotten a
straight answer, anyway,”

“Do we at least have some sort of goal?”

That was a tough question. “We do. Mostly we
need to scout the realm and see what damage, if any, has been done
by the Dark Lands. If we find any, we need to try and figure out
what is causing it and why.”

He gave a low whistle. “That’s a fairly tall
order. Are you sure that I am best suited for this task?”

“Only if you want it.”

“My lady,” he leaned towards me. “I would
like nothing better than to tell my children about the adventure I
had with a Dreamer. It is a thing of legends, and I would be proud
to carry on the tale.”

I sighed. “Pending we all survive.”

“There is always that,” Gabe chuckled, “but I
will not go quietly into the night should disaster approach. I
shall see it through to the end.”

“That, Gabrien Brierblood, is exactly why I
chose you.”


 Chapter
Ten

Mice and Kings

When he had gone, I called for Mory. I was
sure he was around here somewhere, as he always stopped in for a
nighttime snack around now. Right on cue, his furry white head
popped out of a hole in the baseboard next to the writing desk, and
he scrambled up to a better vantage point.

“You called, my lady?” He gave me his best
bow.

I curtsied for him. “I did indeed, good
sir.”

“How might I be of service?”

I looked around suspiciously. “It’s about
your top secret job...”

His ears perked up and his whiskers twitched
nervously. “You have a mission for me?”

“I do,” I nodded gravely,
“and it is one I can trust only you
with, my friend.”

Removing his hat, he bowed low. “I
understand. What is it you require?”

Pulling out the desk chair, I sat and got
down to his level. “I have a problem, Mory. I have to go away in a
few days, but I am hesitant to leave the castle.”

“And why is that, my lady?”

I sighed. “There is an enemy somewhere in the
palace. The one I overheard speaking with someone the other night.
I am afraid for the King’s safety as well as the safety of the
entire realm.”

“So you would like me to seek out this enemy
within.”

“I think you are the only one I can trust
with this matter.”

Mory snapped to attention and gave me the
grandest salute he could muster. “My lady, I accept this mission
with great pride.”

“I know, friend,” I smiled. “I know.”

He turned to go, then paused and came back.
“Er, my lady, what shall I do when I find this enemy? If you are
away, whom shall I tell?”

I considered the problem, then came to a
decision. Holding my hands palms down, I balled them into loose
fists and closed my eyes. I imagined two objects that held the same
purpose. When I turned my hands up and opened them, there they
were; a large silver locket for me and a small, mouse-sized pocket
watch for him. “Here,” Mory’s eyes lit up as I handed him the
watch. “This looks like a watch, and for all purposes it is. But
when you need to reach me, and only when it is very, very
important, we can speak to each other with these.”

He clipped the chain to his vest and slipped
the watch in his breast pocket. “My lady, I shall not fail
you.”

 


 


The next few days were full of secret
preparations. Dedric was quite scarce as he locked himself in his
potions room brewing up who knew what kind of weird concoction. Ina
spent a lot of time communing with other spirits about… well, I’m
not sure what she was communing about. It was probably something to
do with her role as my Spirit Guide. I still wasn’t sure what that
meant. As far as I could tell she was there as my friend and
confidante. Where she was supposed to be guiding me to was anyone’s
guess. Gabe spent a lot of time in the armory, sharpening things
and finding shiny new toys within the royal arsenal.

I spent my days in a few different ways. I
made lists of anything I thought I might need that would be
practical to take. Mostly it included food, as my stomach did the
majority of my thinking for me.

I did find some time to spend with King
Cyrus, discussing with him any small details I might need to know
that only he could provide. He was a kind man, and the more time I
spent with him, the more I liked him. It was true that he could be
thickheaded and stubborn on occasion, but he was, after all, a man,
regardless of the fact that he was royalty. Some things are
constants no matter where you are.

“The main thing you’ll need to do is keep an
open mind,” King Cyrus explained as he signed royal decrees and
correspondence the scribe brought to him. “Always remember where
you are and that anything is possible. You should never discount
the obvious, no matter how implausible it may seem.”

I nodded my understanding.
“I think that’s what’s been hardest for me so far. It isn’t
like my reality
where things operate according to specific laws of physics. Here,
gravity is simply a thought between thoughts. Everything is
relative to your own perceptions.”

“This is true,” Cyrus said, not looking up.
“And there are parts of the Dream Realm where perceptions are also
immaterial. The cloud regions are some of the most beautiful you
will ever see, but hardly possible in scientific terms.” He glanced
up and chuckled. “Those from the “logical” regions don’t hold much
fondness for them, but logic has its limitations. It’s much easier
to see the beauty in things when you appreciate them for what they
are, instead of trying to understand their inner machinations.”

I was impressed. Most people failed to
appreciate little things like that. And here was a King telling me
this…

“Is something the matter?” Cyrus was sitting
back in his desk chair, studying me.

I checked myself. I could tell that I must’ve
been sitting there with a moony look on my face. My cheeks felt hot
with embarrassment. I must have looked like a little kid with a
crush, because that’s how I was starting to feel.

“Don’t be an idiot,” I thought to myself.
“He’s a King… and not even from the same reality as you.”

“I’m sorry, I must have been day dreaming,” I
laughed nervously. “Tell me more about the cloud regions…”

 



 Chapter Eleven

Ghosts and
Legends

Three days had passed since Gabe’s arrival.
The sun was hours away from rising when we saddled up the horses.
Mine was a mare with the richest chocolate brown coat I had ever
seen. One streak of white ran down her forehead and nose, another
on her chest. Her name was Rosetta. While tying up the saddlebags,
I made conversation with her so she could get to know me a bit
before our journey. I straightened the long leather vest I wore
over my soft and warm tunic, and tossed my traveling cloak over my
shoulder so I could brush out her mane a bit. While the others
readied their mounts, I gave her a small apple I had snagged from
the kitchens the night before. It was love at first bite and I
could tell we would do just fine together.

“My lady,” Dedric quietly called to me, “it
is time to cast the mirror image spell.”

I gave Rosetta a friendly pat and made my way
to where Dedric was putting the last touches on his black
stallion’s pack. He tossed me a vial. “Drink this, but be warned,
it will not be the most wonderful thing you’ve ever tasted.”

Generally, that translated to “this stuff is
disgusting”. I steeled my stomach against it. The vial was filled
with a foggy green liquid, possibly the mixture I had seen glowing
in his potions room in the dungeon, and stoppered with a purple
cork. With a grimace, I popped the top and tried not to inhale as I
guzzled it down as quickly as I could. When I had drunk the last
drop, I choked on the aftertaste. It was similar to what rotten
milk smells like, and I fought the urge to throw up as best I
could. When it hit my gut, it immediately began bubbling and
churning. This proved to be more than I could take.

I was soon hunched over in a stall
regurgitating the disgusting concoction. What was it about Dedric
that made me throw up at every turn?

When I had recovered, I took a swig of water
from my canteen and washed my mouth out. “Dedric, I apologize for
that, but my stomach just couldn’t keep it down.”

“Not to worry,” he waved it off. “That was
supposed to happen.”

I choked again. “What? Why wouldn’t you tell
me that in the first place?”

“Would you have swallowed it then?”

I stopped. “Good point. Probably not.”

“That is why I didn’t say anything. Has it
started changing yet?”

I looked at him confusedly. “Has what started
changing? You don’t mean...”

“The vomit. Yes.”

“That is just foul!” However, I looked over
at it anyway. It was like someone saying there was a car wreck
behind you. You couldn’t not look.

Yet, it was not a vomitous mass that I saw
coloring the ground. Instead, something had begun forming from the
mush that had once populated my stomach. It grew to my height and
changed from the chunky, foggy green sludge into... well, it turned
into me. I twisted my head and faced myself. This was bizarre. I
smiled at myself, pivoted, and wandered out of the barn.

“Well, that isn’t something you see every
day...” I marveled. To think this kind of thing was considered
normal here...

I walked back to my horse, still mystified at
the experience. Considering the extreme nausea I had had a moment
before, I didn’t feel too badly now. However, I wasn’t very
confident that the good feeling would last long now that my stomach
was empty. I was glad I had remembered to pack bread and other
forms of sustenance into one of my saddlebags.

The others brought their mounts round to my
side of the barn. It was time to go. “The King isn’t coming to see
us off?” I asked Ina.

She put her foot in a stirrup and slung the
other leg up and over the saddle. “He did not wish to raise any
suspicions with his presence at such an odd hour. He did send this
letter for you, however.” She handed me an envelope with a wax
seal. “He sends it with instructions not to open it until we leave
the region.”

I turned the envelope over in my hands. “That
seems odd. Wonder why I can’t open it now?”

She shrugged. “I couldn’t say. Best mount up.
We need to depart quickly before the stable hands come to do the
morning chores.”

“You don’t think they’ll notice four horses
missing?”

Gabe eased forward. “This one belongs to me.
And the other three,” he explained, “were delivered from one of the
plains regions and held at the village until a few hours ago.”

I nodded. “Ah. That’s pretty smart.”

Gabe held up a hand. “It wasn’t my idea. King
Cyrus thought of it and had the horses brought in secret.”

We needed to leave. I could hear the horses
in the adjacent stalls stirring nervously. “So, how is it we do
this traveling thing here?”

“Ina,” Dedric steadied his stallion, “as the
Spirit Guide, I believe it falls to you to lead the way.”

She nodded. “Very well,” she turned to me and
put out her hand. “My lady, your hand please?”

I placed mine in hers. “Now what?”

“Please concentrate on where it is you want
to go,” she instructed me.

With a nervous laugh, I brushed a hair out of
my eyes. “What happens if I’m not sure where I want to go?”

“It is no matter,” she reached out her hand
again. “I will know where to take us.”

“All right,” I shrugged.

“Just let me lead you...” Her voice trailed
off as I drifted away into her bright blue eyes again.

As before, I felt myself sucked into her
hypnotizing stare, but it was different this time. It was more like
being taken out of myself than surrounded. I wandered through a
haze until I felt a gentle pull, which guided me to a doorway. I
opened the door and was blinded by a blazing white light. I tried
to close my eyes, but to no avail. I was drawn inside, moving
faster and faster...

And then, it just stopped. We were somewhere
else, but where? The terrain was rough and rocky with only sparse
scrub brush scattered here and there, mixed with occasional patches
of lichen. It was very different from where we had come. I looked
into the distance. The land sloped up into hills and much further
out turned into a giant mountain range. One peak towered above them
all, its tip piercing through the heavens as shreds of clouds fell
loosely about its bulk.

“Where are we?” I gaped in amazement.

Gabe sat next to me atop his steed. “By the
look of that mountain over there, I’d say we’re in Corval Ridge,
home of the Rock People.”

So this was Andro’s home. The enormity of it
astounded me. I pulled my cloak tighter about me. I hadn’t expected
to be someplace so chilly this early in our adventure. Though not
cold enough for frost, the wind had a bite to it that spoke of
bitter and chilly nights to come.

Dedric rode up next to us. “Where to?”

I lifted my eyes to the jagged peak once
more, something sparking in my memory. “I think... I think that’s
the direction we need to go. At least, that’s the feeling I have
right now. If we head that way I’m pretty sure we’re on the right
track.”

 


 


 


Not knowing where you’re going can be rather
demoralizing. Not knowing where you’re going and camping in a
blisteringly cold wind is even more so. That night we all huddled
in close around our fire underneath an outcropping of rocks. Even
sheltered from the wind, the gusts still whistled between cracks
and around boulders. Overall, it was awful, however, night was
closing in and we needed any shelter we could find.

“Anyone know any good ghost stories?” I
managed to say through chattering teeth. The three of them looked
at me as though I had spoken a different language. “You know,
campfire, darkness, spooky story?” Dedric went back to poking the
fire. “Fine. How about a regular old story? A legend of some sort?
A tale of heroism and bravery? Anything?” Ina shrugged at me. “I
need something to take my mind off this weather.”

Gabe cleared his throat. “I might have
something. I am no great bard, but when I was a child, my
grandfather would tell me stories,” he mused as he turned the spit
with our dinner roasting on it. There was a pan below it with root
vegetables catching the drippings. My mouth watered just thinking
about eating it… not to mention that the food would be hot.

“So let’s hear it,” Dedric mumbled as he
continued to stoke the fire.

“For as long as anyone can remember,” Gabrien
began, “there have been dreams. But in the beginning dreams were
very rare, and when they were dreamt they had no place to go when
morning came and would vanish as though they’d never existed.” He
turned the spit again and continued, “One man, named Grisholm,
always had the most exquisite dreams, but when daybreak came he
would mourn their loss, as they never returned.”

“This upset him so much, it consumed his
every waking thought. In time, even all his dreams were of a land
of magic; a place where dreams could live. One night, as he lie
awake under a full moon, staring at the sky, a shooting star blazed
through the darkness. As fast as he could he shut his eyes and
wished with every fiber of his being that he could find a place for
all the dreams to go, that they might be shared with everyone, so
all could know the wonder and beauty they held.

“When he opened his eyes he was surrounded by
mist. At first, he thought a fog had set in around him, but he
realized he could no longer feel the grass beneath him or see the
light of the moon. He decided his wish had come true, but he
couldn’t understand why this place was so empty. After awhile of
sitting there, he began to wonder if he’d ever see his home again,
with its great rolling hills of green and ancient forests reaching
for the azure sky, or if he would be forever confined to the gray,
motionless mist.

“As he thought of his home, the world around
him began to shift and change. Giant ripples spread out over the
ground from where the man sat. These ripples spread and grew to
enormous sizes, forming plains and desserts and oceans. They spread
far and wide creating the core regions and the links between them.
The castle at the center of the realm was the last thing that rose
from the ground, inside a semi-circle of mountains with waterfalls
cascading down them.

“When he opened his eyes, he discovered that
he sat atop the highest mountain there had ever been. He could see
everywhere. Everything he had imagined was there. It was all so
beautiful that he could not stop gazing across its great expanse.
The man sat and sat, until he grew old and gray, but still his
great creation held his rapt attention. Grisholm slowly faded away
until he was no longer there at all, but his spirit remained. Some
say on clear days, you can hear him sighing in the wind, admiring
this ever growing land.”

When Gabe had finished, he looked up at me.
“It’s an old one, so most people have heard it before.”

I smiled at him. “Thank you, Gabe. That was
just lovely.” I heard Dedric mutter something under his breath.
“What was that, Dedric?”

“Nothing,” he muttered and continued poking
at the coals.

Ina giggled. “I believe he said he had
another story.” He shot her a reproachful look.

“By all means, then,” I gave a sweep of my
arm, giving him the floor. “Please share with us.”

He sighed. “Fine, but I shall tell one about
the other side of the coin.”

“What do you mean?” Ina asked curiously.

“Gabrien’s story was about the creation of
the Dream Realm. My story,” he paused dramatically, “is about the
creation of the Dark Lands: the Nightmare Realm.”

“There is no ‘once upon a time’ in this
story, for this tale takes place before time was time.

“It begins with a woman named Myra. From the
day she was born, Myra never slept. Every time she would close her
eyes, visions of things too horrible to speak of would invade her
every thought. There were no beautiful dreams for Myra and she
fought with these demons every day.

“It happened that an old woman was traveling
on the same road as Myra coming from the opposite direction. When
their paths met, the old woman stopped her. ‘Child,’ she said, ‘I
see much trouble within you. I know what it is you see in your
sleep.’ Myra fell to her knees, sobbing, for never had she spoken
of it to anyone. For this old woman, a stranger, to know of it was
more than she could bear.

“The woman lifted Myra’s chin. ‘Do not cry,
my child,’ she reassured her. ‘I can help you.’ Myra, overjoyed at
the possibility that she could experience freedom from her
nightmares, eagerly followed the stranger to her broken-down hut on
the outskirts of the forest. She bid her come in, and without
hesitation, she entered the woman’s home. Scores of potions and
dried things were stored on every square inch of space within,
except for a circle cleared away in the center, bordered by five
lit candles. She instructed Myra to sit in the center of the
circle. When she settled, the old woman began reciting words that
were strange and guttural as she sprinkled a liquid about the room.
Myra felt nothing out of the ordinary until the old witch began
burning strange smelling incense, wafting it about the room.

“She felt her body flung to the ground. It
was as though she were being pulled straight into hell itself. She
realized that it wasn’t her body being pulled, but something inside
her. Myra could feel it ripping and tearing away. The pain was
unlike anything she had experienced, awake or asleep. It burned
like a thousand hot pokers and the sting of a million wasps. She
opened her mouth to scream but not a sound escaped her lips. The
old woman’s voice grew louder and louder until it became a
thunderous roar in her ears. Her head seemed to be splitting apart
from within.

“When it was over, her body lay motionless on
the floor. A spirit essence stood beside it, smiling in
satisfaction. At last, it had escaped the mortal coil to which it
had been born. It tried to leave, but found that the old witch had
consecrated the circle, trapping it within those confines.

‘And now, foul demon, may the gates of hell
greet you as you go to meet your fate!’ the old woman shouted at
the essence. The evil entity screamed its rage at her, but it was
too late. The ground split in two and swallowed the demon.

As she fell, the thing threw curses towards
the surface, but to no avail. It fell through that world and into
another. As it hit the cold, hard ground, it permeated it with its
corruptive energy. It had ceased to be a single thing any longer.
It was enormous in size and spreading everywhere. While time
marched on, it grew as it collected the nightmares of the Dreamers
who were weak of heart and twisted in mind. The mass grew so large
it began to push on the borders of the Dream Realm, where those who
dreamt in the light knew no fear.

“There was a great war
between the light and dark lands, with many casualties on both
sides. When peace came, it was very tentative and
only came when the
vampires and other creatures of ambiguous natures occupied the
lands between the realms. The vampires and wizards were able to
create some sort of wall between the Dark Lands and the Boundary
Lands, but the knowledge about how it was created and what of has
since been lost to the ages.”

There was silence all around. There’s nothing
like a story about your mortal enemy to really boost the mood
around a campfire.

“Food’s done,” Gabe said flatly.


 Chapter
Twelve

Death and
Celebration

The ride here had been hard, but at last I
was looking at the first signs of civilization we had seen since
leaving the castle. Coming over a hill just before the terrain
turned to jagged and jutting rock, we spotted a cluster of small
cottages.

“We should stop here tonight,” Gabe noted.
“I’ve got a friend in that far house who will happily give us
shelter.”

I said a silent prayer of gratitude. All
these nights of sleeping on the cold hard ground were getting to be
too much for my back. That, coupled with constant riding over
uneven ground had made muscles, ones I didn’t know I had, sore. I
would be grateful for a pile of straw to rest on if nothing else.
An evening out of the wind and cold would be nothing to sneeze at
either.

As we approached, I started to get the
feeling that something was wrong here. Nothing looked wrong, but an
ominous shadow hung over everything. I slowed my horse and came to
a stop just outside the village. The others stopped and turned.

“What is it?” Gabe asked as he turned in his
saddle.

My forehead wrinkled. “I can’t say for sure.
Something is wrong here.”

They seemed worried by my anxiety. Gabe faced
forward again, “You wait here. I’ll scout ahead.” Without pausing
for acknowledgement, he leapt off his horse, drew his broadsword
and crept quickly, but silently, to the nearest house. When he
reached a window, he craned his neck to see inside. After making a
visual sweep, he went for the door and edged it open with his
sword. It opened with a creak, but nothing else happened. He gave
us a hold signal, then entered the house.

It seemed like an eternity before he emerged
again, his sword now sheathed. The look on his ashen face gave
light to everyone’s fears. Whatever was inside was not what we had
hoped to find.

We rode over and dismounted. Gabe was waiting
for us at the door.

“What’s happened?” Dedric’s face was
dark.

Gabe sighed. “I can’t be sure, but it looks
like the work of creatures from the Dark Lands.”

I pushed my way past. Gasping in shock, I
took in the room with disgust and despair. Blood and a black slime
splattered the walls and ceiling. On the floor lay the body of a
villager, torn and ravaged from a ravenous attack. I fell to my
knees, utterly shocked by the carnage. As the sorrow of this
destruction washed over me, I began to sob. “How? Why?”

The others huddled by the
door. “We should be far enough away from the Dark Lands.
This shouldn’t have happened. Not here.” Gabe turned his eyes from the gory
scene.

I pounded the floor with my fist and felt
stinging pain as wood split the skin on my knuckles. I hit it
again, and again, crying out in anguish not for my wounded hand,
but for the slaughter that had happened here. I was too late. My
grief poured out of me in waves. “No!” I screamed. “Not if I can
help it!”

I staggered to my feet, tears burning hot
tracks down my cheeks. “No,” I gave a hoarse whisper. “No!”

The room flooded with light
and my companions were blasted out into the yard. I felt a surge of
power well up from deep within me. I let loose all my power. I had
to fix this. This could not be. I wouldn’t let foul evil destroy this beautiful
realm. The light grew and I shut my eyes tight. I would fix it. I
would put things back the way they were supposed to be. I would, or
die trying.

It all ended as suddenly as it began. I
collapsed on the floor, exhausted from my efforts. Each breath I
took was an endeavor, but after a moment or two, it eased slightly.
Still lying there, I stared up at the roof. At least the blood was
gone. If nothing else, maybe I erased any trace of the wickedness
done here.

There was a groan from someone in the house.
I held my breath, not wanting to make a sound lest it had been my
imagination. With great effort I propped myself up enough to see
around the room. Gabe flew through the doorway and to my side, his
arm wrapping about my shoulders and then lifting me to a chair.

”I’m fine,” I whispered. “Please, see if he’s
alive?”

Concern marked his face, but he did as I
asked. I watched him go to the villager and kneel down next to him.
Even as I rested my hand on my head, I saw his chest moving and
that he was no longer wounded. Gabe checked for a pulse, then
turned to me and nodded. “He’s alive,” he said incredulously. “It’s
a miracle, but he’s alive!”

That was more or less the last thing I heard
before I blacked out.

 


 


When I finally woke, it was with a splitting
headache, night had fallen and the room was aglow with firelight.
For the first time in many nights, I felt warm and not quite as
sore. It dawned on me that I was lying in an actual bed and I sat
up, unsure of my surroundings.

This was a different cottage, but it looked
similar. This one was much larger inside.

Ina was dozing in a chair propped up against
the wall. When she heard me stirring, she woke and came over to the
bed. “Are you feeling well?” she asked with a smile.

I nodded. “I think so. A little hungry, but
other than that, not too bad.”

“Can you stand?”

“Mmm,” I pulled aside the covers and put my
feet on the floor. “Where are we?”

“In the cabin that belongs to Gabe’s friend,
Marcus,” she explained as I rose. “After that little miracle you
performed this afternoon, there was no shortage of offers for
shelter tonight.”

That’s when it hit me. “No shortage. You
mean, everyone? They’re all alive?”

She bobbed her head happily. “It was quite
the thing you did.”

I was suddenly aware of the throbbing pain in
my right hand. I lifted it and noticed it had been treated and
bandaged. “Marcus fixed you up when he was able. He was sorry he
couldn’t do more for the pain, but assured us there is a healer in
a nearby town that will help you with that.”

Pushing it from my thoughts, I stepped into
my boots and laced them up as best I could. “And you’re sure
everyone is all right?”

“I’m sure. There’s no trace of the attack,
only memories. I’m afraid even you can’t change those.”

When we walked out to the main room, I was
surprised to see how many people had gathered here. There were men
talking anxiously amongst themselves, women bouncing babies on
their hips, and older children quietly playing in a corner. After a
visual sweep I located Gabe and Dedric speaking with a very tall
and burly middle-aged man, whom I could only conclude was Marcus. I
moved to join their group, but when Ina shut the door behind her,
all eyes turned to me at the sound of it.

Before I could back out of
the room, they swarmed me, trying to shake my hand, kiss my cheek,
or slap me on the back in thanks. It was overwhelming. Finally, the
burly man managed to corral them enough to give me a few feet of
breathing space. Gabe offered me a comfortable looking chair, which
I took gratefully. When the initial commotion had subsided,
everyone found themselves places to sit or lean and waited for me
to say something. It was uncomfortable, as I had no idea
what to say. ‘You’re
welcome for bringing you back from the dead?’ I mean, really, what
can you say after something like that?

“I think the question on everyone’s mind,”
Dedric came to my rescue, “is what exactly was it you did here
today?”

I flushed in embarrassment. “I wish I knew. I
thought you might be able to tell me, Dedric.”

The burly man approached. “I couldn’t say for
your part, but I can fill you in on what happened before you
arrived.”

I winced. “Alright. I think I need to
know.”

Marcus went on to tell me about the attack.
It came in the middle of the night while everyone slept. He spoke
of the horrific and unmerciful nature of the things tearing through
house after house. The screams alone were enough to terrify. No one
remained unharmed; even the children were ripped to shreds by the
monsters in the night.

The beasts themselves were deformed shadows
with fangs dripping a thick, black goo and claws sharper than
knives. It was unexpected, especially this far from the Dark Lands,
and no one was prepared for the slaughter. It took mere minutes to
wipe out the entire village.

I buried my face in my hands. Such horrors
belonged to nightmares. It was unforgivable. Invading the beautiful
dreams of others was an unforgivable crime. I swore on my soul that
I would make sure these foul things would be banished from this
realm for all eternity and beyond. Even if it cost me my life, I
would do everything in my power to take them with me.

“So now you know,” Marcus finished his tale.
“But this is no time to mourn the wrongs that have been done.
Here,” he handed me a tankard of something, “we shall celebrate
your victory tonight!”

A cheer went up through the room and I felt
my spirits lift. He was right. Things were better than anyone could
have hoped and this was no time to fall prey to defeating thoughts.
I took a deep swig of the buttery, sweet ale that Marcus had given
me and felt it warming up my insides, chasing away the chilly
darkness that had settled there since seeing the aftermath of the
attack.

People began coming and going with food and
extra chairs for the celebration. Apparently, they had prepared for
this during my blackout and the house filled with the aromas of
stewed and roasted meats, and freshly made bread and pies. A few of
the villagers showed up with colloquial instruments and soon the
scents of the party were accompanied by the sounds of merry making
and music. I found myself laughing and clapping along with the folk
tunes. I was caught up in all of it and found myself twirling,
whirling, and spinning with the rest of them. We gorged ourselves
on the bounty of food that they provided. As I spoke with some of
the residents, I started getting to know what their daily lives
were like. Despite the harsh environment they lived in, these
people were warm and friendly and looked out for each other. I
envied the wonderful sense of community and family they shared.

At one point in the night, I happened to
glance over and see Dedric deep in conversation with Ina. Whatever
it was they were discussing, it looked very serious. It was
probably about me, whatever it was, but I decided that was a bit
too egocentric. More than likely they were discussing the enemy and
the report Dedric would have to make to the King tomorrow. I didn’t
envy him for that task. Bad news was like a cold; it was easy to be
mad at whoever gave it to you. The King seemed a reasonable man
though, so perhaps with all Dedric’s years of experience things
would go better than I was thinking. After all, it had ended
well.


 Chapter
Thirteen

Questions and
Answers

It was very early in the
morning when the party ended. I felt full and contented as I lay in
bed smiling to myself. Yes, maybe I hadn’t been able to put
everything back the way
it was before the invasion, but it felt good knowing that I had
made great strides that day.

The dull thudding pain in my hand made me
remember my own wound. I had a thought. If I could bring an entire
village back to life, surely I could heal a few scrapes and bruises
on my hand?

Carefully, I unwound the gauze. When I got
down to the shredded mass of skin that was my knuckles, I cringed.
I had done more damage than I thought. At the time, it seemed so
minimal compared to the damage done to those around me. I closed my
eyes and pictured my hand as I remembered it; free of scrapes and
open cuts. I imagined the skin its normal pale cream color instead
of the black and blue it was. In my mind, I sealed up the cracks
until it was smooth again. As an added bonus, I gave myself nicely
trimmed and rounded nails. Hey, as long as I was imagining things,
I may as well go all the way with it.

When I opened my eyes, my hand was exactly
how I had pictured it. However, it had taken longer than I had
planned. I felt drained again. I was getting used to the sapping of
strength every time I used these powers, and I wondered if my
stamina was increasing at all. More experimentation on my part was
needed...especially in regards to the length of time it took me to
accomplish anything. In order to face the enemy, I needed to be
quicker on the draw, and my strength had to hold out longer than
what was currently possible.

Again, sleep was elusive. I would close my
eyes only to open them a second later at some phantom noise I
heard. Eventually, like many nights before, I simply gave up on
resting and quietly left the room where Ina slept soundly in an
adjacent bed. Gabe and Dedric rested in a smaller room on the
second floor. Moccasin-like slippers lie at the side of my bed.
They were much softer than I expected and very warm. Much to my
delight, they muffled any sounds my feet made as I padded out the
door and into the sitting room.

I paused a few steps in. Had I just heard the
sound of voices? I turned towards the kitchen area and crept closer
to get a better vantage point. It was Dedric’s voice, but there was
another voice too, a familiar one. With a start, I realized I was
hearing King Cyrus. My heart leapt into my throat, which surprised
me. I hadn’t realized that I’d missed his company quite so
much.

“It’s a bit troubling, sire,” I heard Dedric
say. “The force of it knocked me off my feet entirely. To bring
back a whole village like that...” he trailed off.

“I understand. Neither of us suspected her
power was this great.”

“It seems to be more so when her emotions run
high. I don’t think she’s in control of it yet.”

“Perhaps you should try working with her, to
help her gain focus.”

“As in, train her to channel her abilities?
I’m not sure that’s wise. If she should be turned-”

“I do not want to entertain that
possibility,” the King said sternly. “The Dreamer must learn to
control her powers if she is to assist us. I have sent you with her
to ensure she does not become tainted. We have no way of knowing
how a Dreamer becomes corrupted. There are no records of this and
no one to consult about the process.”

“It’s her emotional and mental stability that
concerns me most,” Dedric explained. “I don’t know if this is
something I can help with. It seems that when her emotions are at
their purest, the power explodes from her without control. Then
there is the matter of the weakened state in which she is left
after expending that amount of power. Her endurance is nowhere near
what it needs to be for her to be effective in battle. It is no
wonder she asked for armed protection. If she were remotely aware
of the physical effects of using her abilities, logically, she
would have been concerned about her own welfare on this journey.
Perhaps if she learns to control her feelings, she will learn to
control her power as well.”

He paused, thinking, then resumed the
conversation. “As for the other, I don’t know if this is something
I can help with. There are incantations, of course, to ward off the
darkness, but it is my understanding that she wishes to observe the
enemy to understand it better. Aura may not welcome that.”

“She has no experience with such things to
know whether or not it’s in her best interests to expose herself to
that kind of evil.” I felt the urge to scream at him that I was
fine, I was handling it, but choked it down with all the strength I
could muster. “It is our duty to keep her from the things that
could sway her to the other side.”

“I understand,” Dedric
conceded. “There is another matter, sire, about our current travel
route.”

“Go ahead.”

“I believe that the visions given to her via
my crystal ball are indicators of where we will be going. However,
they could come from one of two sources. The first may be that
these are the places we are meant to travel to as decided by
fate.”

“And the second?”

“It may be that our enemy is trying to guide
us to locations that will optimize their chances for pulling her to
them.”

There was silence for a moment. Then the King
spoke. “It is too soon to anticipate either. The best course of
action is our only course of action for the time being. Continue as
she believes you should and it will be clear which of these it is.
Perhaps there are forces at work that we do not yet understand:
something unknown entirely. We cannot rule out the possibility.
Where a Dreamer is involved, anything can occur, as you witnessed
yourself.”

“Very well then, Sire. I will do as you
command.”

“I hope to hear more news from you soon.
Report again in a few days.”

“Yes, your Highness.”

I panicked. There was nowhere to hide. I
pinned myself as flat to the wall as I could when Dedric emerged
from the kitchen. I couldn’t tell if he had seen me or not. He
turned onto the staircase and stopped a few steps up.

“He only has everyone’s best interests at
heart, you know.”

My heart dropped into my stomach. So he knew
I had been listening in. My mouth opened and shut, but I could
think of nothing to say.

“I don’t agree with him in all things, but
sometimes he knows or senses things that are beyond my scope. It’s
nothing personal, I hope you know, but some of us can only think of
you as a bomb waiting to explode, despite how much we may like
you.”

Dedric said no more. He continued up the
stairs and into his room, leaving me there to absorb everything I
had heard. Sadness crept over me as his final words sank in. Maybe
he was right. Maybe no matter what I tried it was only a matter of
time before the inevitable happened and I became twisted and evil
too.

An angry tear ran down my
cheek and I brushed it away. I would not allow myself to think that
way. To think of defeat was as good as being defeated. I would not
lose. I would never give up.

 


 


 


By morning, I had made my decision. There was
only one person I could think of that might know anything or anyone
that could help me. I needed to find the person I had seen when I
touched the Dreamer’s ring. If they were anywhere still in this
realm, I was certain Andro would know who they were and where I
could find them. They called them the Rock People for a reason.
Logically, if their lifespans were as long as they claimed,
someone, somewhere knew something from back then. If Andro was not
the eldest of his people, perhaps he would know who was.

I waited patiently for everyone to rise and
shine, and by mid morning I had busied myself with cooking eggs and
bacon over the fire with a pot of tea hot and waiting for anyone
who might want some.

Marcus and Gabe were the first to answer the
call of breakfast. I wished them a good morning and set about
dishing up what I had prepared for them. Despite the late hours and
flowing spirits of the previous evening, they ate heartily.
Eventually Ina and Dedric joined us. No one seemed to notice the
uncomfortable silence I shared with the wizard, so I went about
tidying up what I could of my cooking foray.

Marcus stretched and gave his belly a
satisfied pat. “I must say, it’s not often my guests do the cooking
for me.”

I straightened from where I had emptied the
last of the eggs onto a platter. “You’ve been so kind to us, I felt
it only fair to make breakfast as long as I was awake.”

“Did you not sleep well last night?” He
asked.

I laughed a little. “It wasn’t due to lack of
comfort, oh gracious host. I’m afraid I only seem to sleep when I
black out!” I laughed again, joined by a few chuckles from my
companions.

I picked up some empty plates and started
back towards the kitchen. “I’ve decided what we need to do next.”
The mood immediately changed from sleepy and lighthearted to awake
and serious. I set the dishes in the sink and returned to the room.
“We need to find Andro. I have something to ask him.” I folded my
hands in front of me, waiting for their response.

Gabe stood. “I’ll go ready the horses.” After
throwing on his cloak, he slipped out the front door.

Marcus frowned. “Andro may not be the easiest
to track down. It’s very common for him to travel from place to
place as he doesn’t like to rely on reports from others.”

We all jumped in surprise as the front door
opened again, allowing a great gust of cold wind to blow through
the house. Everyone’s eyes turned to see who had just come in. Gabe
was standing next to a cloaked figure. “Apparently there’s no need
for horses.”

I cocked my head to the side. “Why not?
Aren’t we leaving?”

The newcomer removed his hood and I gasped.
“I believe you had more questions for me, child?” Andro smiled.

“What... how did you know we’d be here?”

Andro removed his cloak and hung it on a peg
next to the door. “I received word that there had been an attack on
this village and rode out straightaway. However, when I arrived and
all was well, I had to inquire about the rumor. I learned about the
massacre, your subsequent arrival, and miraculous display of power.
I thought it only polite that I at least stop to express my
gratitude for what you have done here.” He bowed low to me and I
blushed.

I gave a little curtsy. “It was only what I
thought should be done. No thanks are necessary,” I took his arm
and escorted him to a chair near the fire. “We still have eggs
left, could I offer you some?”

After he had eaten, he thanked me again.
“Now, my child, you have done much for my people, what is it that I
can do for you? Ask me what you must.”

It was hard deciding exactly how to phrase my
question. “Your people are known for their long life spans,
correct?” He nodded. “Tell me, is there, perhaps, someone left who
might have lived during the time of the last Dreamer?”

There was hesitation in his voice. “Why...
why would you ask me that?”

“Because I know there was someone then that
still is now. Don’t ask me how I know, I just do.”

Andro sighed. “Very well. There is someone
who might have been there, but I doubt he’d be much help to
you.”

“And why is that?”

“Because,” he sighed again, “he, is me.”

It suddenly dawned on me why the visions from
the ring made him seem so familiar, yet not. I had glimpsed a very
young Andro then. The knowledge of it made what I had to ask even
harder.

“So if you must, ask what you need to,” he
sighed. “But it was a very long time ago and I cannot guarantee
accurate details.”

I gave him an understanding nod. “Andro, I’ve
heard the story of Olidon and the Dreamer, but I need to know how
much of it is legend and how much is not. Please, I must know the
truth of things if I am to avoid the same fate.”

He exhaled wearily. “As you wish. I will tell
you the story, though I have tried hard to forget it over time.

“Her name was Rose, and she came to us much
the same way as you; alone, bewildered, untested. She was a true
beauty to behold and everyone who met her was instantly charmed.
Rose had a beautiful soul, but she was naive. Not even Olidon was
immune to her presence. When she was around, he laughed and smiled
as I had never seen him do before. At the time I was a simple
scribe, but privy to the Council meetings as I was the one who
recorded the minutes. Young as I was, I could tell that Rose’s
company had changed something fundamental in the King. Upon her
arrival, Olidon was driven to be a better man and leader than
anyone had known was possible.

“The legend says that Olidon grew dependent
on the Dreamer and put the burden of defending against the enemy
all on her shoulders, but this is not the case. Olidon did
everything that he was physically able to do for that girl. Her
every whim was met by his bidding. I think perhaps this was her
undoing.

“You see, Rose was pampered to a point that
she came to expect this treatment. When the moment finally came,
despite Olidon’s best efforts to keep the enemy at bay without her
help, Rose was overwhelmed and not strong enough to withstand the
lure of the darkness. She slipped from the castle one night and
disappeared for weeks. No one knew where she went; whether was
taken or returned to her own reality. The King threw himself into
the depths of despair and blamed only himself for her departure.
When she returned she looked the same, but there was a distinct
difference in her mannerisms. Olidon was so overjoyed at being
reunited he became blind to anything she said or did that was
wrong. Even his closest advisors were shut out the moment they
suggested anything negative about her. Olidon ceased to be
concerned with the fate of his kingdom and became completely
preoccupied with her ever-increasing demands.

“It wasn’t until the enemy was at the very
gates of the castle that he realized his monumental mistake. With a
heavy heart he was finally able to see her through unclouded eyes.
No longer was she the bright, beautiful creature she was when first
they met. She was now cruel and spoiled, her experimental creations
only twisted, dark things. She set the fire in the King’s chambers.
He confronted her and told her he was aware of what she had become.
Rose railed at him and they fought. She turned her magic on him,
but he dodged it. When it hit the wall, it burst into flames. The
King fled, leaving her behind.

“When the fire was extinguished, he thought
surely she must be dead. Only later when he faced her in battle did
he realize she had escaped and joined the army of the Dark Lands.
They went at each other with a fury no one had witnessed before:
Olidon with his broken heart and a kingdom to save: her with a
vengeful hatred.

“The tipping point came when Olidon lost his
sword. Disarmed, a mighty blast threw him to the ground. Rose flew
at him to make her final strike, but somehow the King had found his
sword and lifted it just in time.

“The entire realm shook with mighty tremors
as the blade pierced her heart. Seeing what he had done, Olidon let
go of his weapon. She fell to the ground in a crumpled heap. The
King dropped to his knees by her side and wept. I watched as his
tears mingled with the growing pool of blood that spread from her
lifeless body. When at last he could stand, he grabbed the hilt of
his sword and pulled it from her chest.

“As he did so, light erupted from the wound
and blinded everyone, both good and evil. It spread across the
entire realm, sweeping the enemy back to their own lands. All that
remained of the battle were the charred remains of the royal wing.
Even Rose’s body had disappeared in the brilliant release of
energy.”

Andro sunk down further in his chair. As he
told the story, he seemed to age before my eyes, becoming even more
ancient than before. “And now, Dreamer, you know the truth as I
witnessed it.”

We sat, stunned by his story. Even though he
didn’t know what had happened during Rose’s period of absence, I
felt more of a connection with the reality of my own situation.
There could have been any number of reasons for why things went so
horribly wrong for her. If she were a woman from an era of great
oppression, it would be no wonder she’d not be able to handle a
burden as great as a Dreamer’s. In my modern era, women were
independent and able to handle all kinds of things. Of course, if
given the royal treatment and pampered for long enough, it could
easily spoil even the hardiest of the hardy.

I wondered if King Cyrus
knew this side of the story. Maybe that was why he had been so
insistent with Dedric about training me, and why his argument
wasn’t greater at my wanting to go off exploring. If he knew, he
would have been eager to get me out into the realm and working my
way up to the coup de gras
of fighting the Dark Lands head on. Overall,
Andro’s story hadn’t given me more cause to fear, but ideas on how
I could avoid repeating mistakes of the past.

I leaned forward and touched his hand. “Thank
you, Andro, for telling me your story. It will serve as a lesson
for me to learn from.”

His eyes met mine and he gave me a weak
smile. “I hope, for your sake, that things turn out better this
time around. I see strength in you that Rose never had. I pray it’s
enough to keep you safe.”


Chapter
Fourteen

Powers and
Practice

When Andro finished telling us his story and
he answered all our questions, it was well past mid-afternoon, so
we decided to stay on with Marcus another night. There was no party
this time. The mood was not the festive one it was the evening
before. We were all quiet at dinner, each left to our own private
thoughts. I considered asking Dedric if he would work with me
later, but decided it was better to wait until everyone had had
time to let their stomachs settle. I did want to get started as
soon as possible, though. I had no way of knowing how long I had
before I would be needed to support the King and his army in
battle.

I insisted on cleaning up the dinner dishes.
I thought it might be the perfect time to practice using my powers
with my eyes open. If I could do that, things would only get
easier.

I lifted the first dish over the sink,
starting out slow. With one hand, I held it at arm’s length. I took
a deep breath and focused. I raised my right hand and passed it
over the plate, trying to visualize it becoming clean as it went.
When I was finished, I studied my work. It was mostly clean, but I
could still see a few bits of food, so I did it again. This time it
was successful, and I grinned happily.

I went through all the dishes this way, first
one at a time, then two, then three. Saving the utensils for last,
I found that I was able to do them all at once in one sweep. I
clapped my hands excitedly. I’d never thought I’d be so happy about
doing the dishes.

Excitement got the better of me and I decided
put them away hands-free. Looking back, I see that this may have
been overconfidence on my part.

I refocused myself and tried to push my
emotions away. Lifting my hands like a conductor, I made the clean
plates, cups, bowls, spoons, forks, pots, pans, and knives all rise
into the air. I suppressed the urge to giggle, lest I lose my
concentration, and started putting away the knives first. Sharp
things hurt after all, especially when they go flying through the
air.

One by one, they slid back into the knife
block on the counter. When those were finished (with quite a bit of
relief on my part), I started on the forks and spoons, then the
pots and pans.

“That’s incredible!” Gabe’s voice broke into
my thoughts. I gasped in surprise and jumped what felt like four
feet into the air.

And so ended my illustrious career as a
magical dishwasher. The remaining plates, bowls and cups crashed to
the floor and shattered into hundreds of tiny pieces. I slapped my
forehead then turned to face Gabe. “Why would you do that? I was
concentrating!”

He ducked his shoulders as though that would
defend him from my ire. At the sound of the racket in the kitchen,
everyone came running to see what happened. When Marcus saw the
mess, his face went beet-red and I saw what was coming. “I’ll fix
it! I’ll fix it! Just, everyone get out. Please.”

With a sigh, I set about mending the broken
pieces of pottery one cup at a time. I thought it might take me
awhile, but it went faster than I figured it would. Before I knew
it every dish was back together as if nothing had happened and put
away in its proper place. I washed my hands, dried them on a towel,
and left the sparkling clean kitchen in a better state than I had
found it.

 


 


The sun was cresting the mountain ridge when
we set out the next morning. I had been tired after the kitchen
incident last night, but satisfied with my progress on control. A
few hours of relaxing in front of the fire and I was right as rain.
When the others climbed out of bed I was packed and ready to go,
with an on-the-go breakfast already prepared for us to eat as we
rode, for which everyone was grateful. I had never considered
myself a morning person by the biggest stretch of the imagination,
but I found that not needing to sleep made daybreak easier to
adjust to.

There was only one more thing left to do
here. While the others readied their horses, I went back inside to
say a private goodbye to Andro. He was sitting by the fireplace,
talking with Marcus about the sheep-shearing season when I came in.
Upon seeing me enter and wait patiently for them to finish, Marcus
excused himself and went to see how the others were coming with
their horses.

There was sadness in Andro’s eyes as I
kneeled next to his chair. I gave him the kindest smile I could
muster and took his hand in both of mine. “I cannot thank you
enough for what you shared with me yesterday afternoon.”

He sighed. “You may not be thanking me
later.”

I shook my head. “No matter what happens,
please know that I will do whatever is in my power to protect this
realm and its people. I have a new weapon, and you have given it to
me. I am armed with the knowledge of what can happen when you lose
yourself, and can better fight against that end. This is what you
have given me, and it is more valuable to me than a sword or axe.
Thank you, dear friend.”

He smiled. “I wish you a safe journey. Were
it up to me, I would send you home now and keep you from what’s
coming.”

“Your thoughts are much appreciated. Keep me
in them and it will give me hope. It’s for friends like you that I
fight.” I stood and kissed his wrinkled cheek. “Take care of
yourself,” I gave his hand a squeeze and took my leave. I felt my
eyes watering up and forced the tears away. There was no time for
being so sentimental. This goodbye was only temporary.

We bid our farewells to Marcus and thanked
him for all his hospitality. He told us he wished he could do more
to repay us for what we had done, but I assured him that he had
more than fulfilled his debt.

I reached over and took Ina by the hand.
Unlike last time, I now knew exactly where I wanted to go. I needed
to see the other end of the landscape spectrum, the sea.

 


 


 


The rays of the sun had never felt as warm
and welcoming as they did when we arrived on the beach. Without a
moment’s hesitation, I tossed my cloak aside and loosely tied up my
hair. After the bitter cold of Corval Ridge, the sands and surf of
Lidmus Laguna seemed like a little slice of paradise. I stretched
my arms as wide as I could and turned my face to the sun.

We rode for the rest of the day. Kilain, the
nearest port city, was a two days’ ride away. I wasn’t too keen to
start the day with sand in my hair, but I figured that at least I
could rest comfortably under the stars at night. There would be no
howling wind to chill my bones, no rocky ground to make my muscles
ache. We had only just arrived but I felt so much better about this
part of our journey than the last. Sunshine and pleasant weather do
have that affect on people.

The night passed without event and we
unrolled our pallets. Dedric encouraged me to do conjure up a
dinner for us, saying that I should use every opportunity to hone
my skills and increase my stamina. It was already much less tiring
than it had first been. I hoped the trend would continue.

My companions awoke the next morning to the
smell of cinnamon rolls and coffee. I had outdone myself this time.
We had brought only a few things with us for cooking, so I
improvised and imagined the dough already rolled, sliced and baking
in a cast iron pot over the fire. Just as I was putting the
finishing touches on the rolls, my companions began to stir, their
hunger overpowering their need for sleep.

My progress with my abilities impressed them
and they continued praising me as they snacked on the leftovers in
the middle of the afternoon. Dedric frowned a bit, so I asked him
what was wrong. “I’m starting to wonder if maybe we shouldn’t try
something a bit more challenging instead of continuing on with
these small exercises.”

“Like what?” I mumbled through a mouthful of
cinnamon roll.

Dedric stopped his horse and looked around
and up then back at me. “Make it rain.”

“Mmmf?” I choked on half chewed pastry. I
coughed loudly and recovered. “What?

“Make it rain. It should be easy enough for
you, if you can bring back the dead.”

“Take it easy, man,” Gabe rode up beside me.
“We don’t want her passing out again.”

“It’s okay,” I tried to sound reassuring. “I
think it’ll be all right.”

I took a deep breath and lifted my face to
the sky. I imagined up a change in the wind, and then felt it on my
skin. In my head, I could see clouds roiling and forming across the
sky, turning dark gray with moisture. I closed my eyes when the
first drop hit my nose.

A sudden downpour commenced, but I was
prepared. Not only had I made it rain, but I had made myself a
large umbrella too. I opened it with a click and nudged my horse
forward again. It was all I could do to keep my smug grin hidden
from my companions.

After a good half hour, I took pity on them
and dispersed the clouds. All three were thoroughly soaked to the
bone and miserable looking. I felt a little bad about subjecting
Ina and Gabrien to that, but there was no pity in my heart for the
doubting Dedric. The sun dried them out quickly enough anyway.

As the light faded, we came over a small hill
and saw the port of Kilain below us. Gradually, lights flickered on
throughout the homes and shops as night drew down. By the time we
reached the inn Gabe thought would be best for us, the sky was dark
and streetlights were casting their pale orange glow in eerie pools
on the cobblestone roads and walkways. We took our horses around to
the back stables and saw to their boarding.

The Rouge Satyr Inn was quite the interesting
place. It looked like most any inn you’d see in a fantasy film,
with the exception of the smattering of neon lights in its window
announcing the brands of ales and beers it carried. They seemed out
of place, but I figured the owner must have thought they gave the
place a modern touch.

The tavern side was full of all sorts of
people and creatures. It reminded me of the cantina scenes from
Star Wars. There were tentacle-faced creatures, two-headed women,
animals that walked upright and wore clothes, gnarled pirates,
exotic traders, people with more than the requisite number of
limbs, humans with wires and plating all over the place, the
requisite number of women of ill-repute, and then, there was us.
Needless to say, we, or at least I, felt more than a little out of
place here.

Someone took my arm and pulled me away from
the scene in the bar. I looked back and Gabe was conducting me to
the other side of the building where the Inn proprietor sat at his
desk reading a ledger. “We’d like to arrange for a room this
evening,” Gabe tossed a satchel of coins on the counter.

The innkeeper glanced down at the small bag,
then continued reading the ledger. “I’m sure you would, but I’m
afraid we’re all full for the night.”

“And there’s nothing we can do to change
that?” He jingled more coins in his pocket.

“Afraid not,” He didn’t even look up this
time.

Gabe snatched up the pouch and turned back to
us. “Guess they’re all full,” he shrugged.

An idea came to mind and I looked to Dedric,
only slightly with the intent of asking his permission. He nodded
as if he could tell what I was thinking. I grinned and stared at
the floor in concentration. I pictured the front of the building as
we rode up to it. As I visualized it coming nearer, I also made it
grow taller, adding three more stories. I felt the floor tremble as
the building adjusted to its additions. With a sigh, I approached
the counter where the innkeeper looked around in a panicked
way.

“I think you’ll find there’s room enough
now,” I took the pouch from Gabe and tossed it on the counter along
with half a dozen or more keys. “We’ll take the corner room on the
fourth floor.”

“B-but,” he stammered, still fearful, “we
haven’t got a fourth floor!”

I smiled as sweetly as I could. “I think
you’ll find you do. In fact, I think you’ll find the fifth and
sixth floors to be just as existent as the fourth.”

His eyes grew round as saucers. He flew up
the stairs to the left of the desk. We heard his heavy boots
clomping all the way up the six flights of stairs and back down
again. He took the last flight down slowly and approached us with
caution. As he rubbed his stubbled chin, he studied us, as if
trying to determine our intentions and the impact they would have
on his business. “Very well,” he said at last, “fourth floor then.
I trust you’ll find it comfortable enough.” He slid the keys across
to me.

“I’m quite sure we will, good sir,” I smiled
again and curtsied. “Have a pleasant evening.”

I heard Ina giggle as we climbed the stairs.
Unfortunately, between the rain and building extensions I was
running on empty. I collapsed on the bed as soon as we reached our
room and tried to control my breathing. I heard the door shut and
lock from the inside.

“Are you all right?” Ina sat down on the bed
next to me.

I took another deep breath. “Yeah, just
overdid it a bit for today, but I’m fine. I need to push myself
harder so this doesn’t happen anymore.”

Dedric chuckled. “That’s karma for you. Maybe
next time you’ll imagine up four umbrellas instead of just
one.”

 



Chapter Fifteen

Confessions and
Captains

I rested my head on the back of the tub and
felt the tension melting away into the hot water of the bath I had
ordered. There was nothing like a soothing soak to wash away the
day’s worries. Thinking back, I reproached myself for being so smug
earlier. All things considered, I was still a beginner with these
powers of mine. It was good to have reminders of humility every now
and then. I made a quick promise to not get so overconfident ever
again. Absolute power corrupts absolutely. I couldn’t let my ego
get the better of me.

I sank lower into the water until it rose to
my chin. The scent of almonds and honey wafted into my nostrils and
calmed me. Tomorrow would be a new day.

The noise from the tavern floated up through
the floorboards. It sounded like everyone was having a great time.
A wave of raucous laughter rose up to greet my ears. I envied them
their good times. For me, it seemed like everything was one test
after another. I shook myself. I was not about to make myself a
victim. If I wanted fun, who said I couldn’t have it?

Water sloshed out over the floor as I left
the tub. In the corner was a wardrobe that I hoped worked the same
as the one in the castle. Creating my outfit in my head, I opened
the closet doors and smiled when I saw it hanging there: black
leather pants and wide belt, red tunic, and black fitted duster. I
topped it off with black boots and my hair knotted in an up-do with
black lacquered chopsticks. Quite satisfied with my handiwork, I
made sure I had a few coins in my pocket to purchase
refreshments.

It was doubtful my ever-watchful companions
would have approved of my actions, but just for tonight, I didn’t
want to think about it. I needed to feel normal for a while. Well,
at least as normal as I could in this place.

When I entered the tavern, no one took any
notice of me at all. For the first time since coming to this realm,
I walked undisturbed and unscrutinized through a room. At least, if
I was being watched, it wasn’t obvious at all. I made my way to the
bar and ordered a pint of whatever they had on tap that wasn’t
thick and black. What I ended up with was coco colored, so I
thanked the barkeep and paid him. I leaned up against the bar and
studied the crowd a bit more methodically. It was such an
interesting mix of... people... creatures... whatever they were...
I was astonished that not a single fight took place. I always
imagined taverns like these as a bit rough and tumble.

As I stood there, I felt someone come up next
to me. “New in town, love?”

I turned to see if he was addressing me.
There stood a swarthy looking ship’s captain (I could tell by the
epaulets on the shoulders of his jacket). “Who, me?”

“Aye,” he nodded.

I shrugged. “Just passing through.
Yourself?”

He sighed heavily. “That was the plan
originally, aye. But we’ve been docked for the past three weeks as
they can’t find anyone to get rid o’ the beast that’s been plaguing
these ‘ere waters.”

My ears perked up. “What beast?”

“Ye haven’t heard o’ the sea beast?” I shook
my head. “Well I’ll be a son of a biscuit eater. I thou’ even
landlubbers like yerself had heard o’ this scurvy beast.”

“I travel a lot and don’t always hear the
local news. Tell me, how long has this thing been attacking
ships?”

He stroked his beard and thought. “It’s been
nigh on a month now, I’m fairly sure. The local folk what rely on
trade to keep their businesses afloat are really startin’ to feel
the pinch.”

“And no one has stepped forward to face
it?”

“Alas, that ain’t entirely so.” He took a
swig of his mug, dripping some of its contents down his beard and
onto his shirt. “There’s been quite o’ few that’ve tried, but not a
one o’ ‘em’s come back. They disappear, down to Davy Jones’ locker,
all the ship, cap’n, and crew.”

“So there have been no survivors?”

He shrugged. “Only a handful to speak of,
poor souls. The few what came back were plum crazy, always ramblin’
on about the beast what took down the ship they was on. Rantin’
bout the way the water turns black with the creature’s spit and the
crunch o’ bones as it gobbled up the crew. No one really knows the
truth o’ it, but the ships what leave out o’ this port dun come
back.”

I thought long and hard. It sounded like
something from the Dark Lands again. “One more thing, my good
sir?”

“Aye, lass?”

“What if someone wanted to go after this
thing? How would they go about doing it?”

He looked at me as though I were crazy.
“Lass, surely you’re not thinkin’ o’ goin’ out there?”

I chuckled. “I’m just curious, is all.”

“Well,” he considered, “there’s not too many
willin’ ta risk the journey anymore, but for the right price the
fool who wished to go might find himself a ship willin’ ta take
him.”

I chugged the last of my pint. “Thank you,
sir. You’ve been most helpful.”

He shrugged. “Any time, lass. Any time.”

Setting the tankard on the bar, I made my way
back through the crowd and up the stairs to our room. There were
shocked looks all around as I burst through the door. Apparently,
they all still thought I was in the tub. “Have you been gone all
this time?” Ina rose to her feet, the rise in her voice indicative
of her irritation.

I gave a brief nod, but plowed on through to
my news before she could reprimand me. “I was in the tavern
downstairs and I heard something that might be of interest to
us.”

Relating the captain’s tale of the sea beast,
I explained my theories on it being a nightmare creature. I
couldn’t say why, but I was excited at the possibility of facing
down something real and preventing it from bringing more disaster.
It wasn’t at all that I relished the thought of doing battle with
some enormous, black-oozing thing from the deck of a ship. All I
wanted right then was to help save these people from ruin. Until
the creature was defeated, this town would continue to decline and
more people would die trying to make a living from the sea. I felt
a wave of idealism and righteousness sweep over me. “We have to
help them,” I finished with a determined look in my eye.

My three friends gave me the same look as the
captain downstairs had given me when I asked how someone could go
after the beast. “Are you serious?” Gabe’s jaw went slack. “I mean,
I’m all for defeating the enemy, but this seems borderline suicidal
to me.”

Ina nodded silently, but vehemently, in
agreement with Gabe.

“Yet the question remains,” Dedric sighed,
“if we can stop her from going.”

“You can’t,” I answered him. “I’d rather be
with you, but I will go without you.”

There was a collective sigh of assent. It was
settled. Tomorrow we would find ourselves the bravest captain in
port; or the most foolish, whichever came first.

 


 


That night, as I lay awake thinking of
everything that had happened since my arrival in the Dream Realm, I
remembered something.

“The King’s letter!” I exclaimed to myself
and quickly clamped a hand over my mouth. I looked over at my
sleeping companions, but my sudden excitement did not rouse them. I
was glad. The last few days had been rough. They needed their
rest.

I crept out of bed and over to my cloak. I
had put the letter in the inside buttoned pocket so it wouldn’t get
lost. I couldn’t believe I’d forgotten it, but then again, a lot
had happened to keep my mind off it.

Removing the envelope, I walked over to the
fireplace and sat down on the furry rug. I studied the wax seal,
and for a moment felt a little lightheaded with surprise. The
King’s seal was a swan.

With a start I flashed back to the tattoo
parlor, where Antonio had confronted me about the hidden images
within the wings of the swans. Those faces... I knew one of them
now. The face that had appeared between the feathers and highlights
of the white swan was the face of King Cyrus. Why hadn’t it
occurred to me before? And if the white swan was significant of the
Dream King...

A lump had formed in my throat, but I forced
it down best I could.

The letter. Right. I had to read the King’s
letter.

I slid my finger under the wax and popped the
envelope open. My heart was racing with anticipation, but I refused
to ask myself why, lest the answer I got would severely complicate
things.

The letter was folded into three parts. My
hands were shaking as I lifted the top flap. What was wrong with
me? What did I expect to see?

 


“My Dearest Aura,

“It is with a great sadness that I write
this letter to you. Were it within my power I would be accompanying
you on your journey, but in this matter I have no control. I have
done my best to assure you will be safe, even sending my most
trusted advisor to stay by your side at all times. Yet, even that
leaves me feeling hollow. I want to be there with you. This
expedition will not be easy, and there is much for you to learn,
about both our realm and yourself. I cannot express to you how I
wish I could be there to witness what I am sure will be the
blossoming of something wonderful.

“Since the day you arrived, my heart has
been filled with a sensation that is unfamiliar to me. I find
myself waking during the night with the vision of your smile in my
mind as vivid as if you were standing in front of me. I pass each
moment without you waiting to see your shining face again. Though I
know that these feelings should never be spoken of, I cannot help
but share them with you now. If ever I was unkind to you, please
know that I was only trying to protect myself and my people from a
situation that history tells us cannot end well. It was a daily
battle to keep myself from being at your side at all times. Now
that you are leaving, I shall be left with a shadow of you, and it
will take all I have in me to remember that this illusion is not
the one who has so captivated me.

“I ask that you mention the contents of this
correspondence to no one. If anyone were to know my true heart, it
would be easy to force your immediate departure from this realm.
That, I could not bear. It is not only my kingdom that needs you in
this dark hour, but myself as well. Please return to me safely and
more wise, but take care that your new powers do not tempt you.
Seeing you become corrupted and something other than yourself would
surely break my spirit.

 


“Yours Always,

Cyrus”

I read and reread his letter several times
before the meaning of it sank in. My first reaction to it was
elation. There was a fluttering in my chest that made me short of
breath. Then I realized the ramifications of what this meant. Like
before, the Dream King had fallen in love with the Dreamer. Did
this mean I was destined to repeat the mistakes of the past? I
couldn’t let that happen. I closed my eyes and decided. No one
would ever know of this.

I tossed the King’s letter into the fireplace
and watched it burn.

 


 


The docks were full of sailors and merchants,
but none seemed to be doing anything but getting drunk or sleeping
off a hangover. A few of the merchants were arguing with local shop
owners about buying some of the cargo that was sitting unused on
their docked ships. We split into pairs to make the search go
faster. Agreeing that we’d meet up at midday, our teams separated;
Ina with Dedric heading north up the docks, Gabrien and myself
taking the southern half.

I must have seen the inside of 50 taverns
that morning, each with its variation of patrons within, but not a
one willing to take a ship to sea. Failure after failure, we kept
going, bound and determined to find the one person crazy enough to
take a couple of adventurers out for a monster-hunting pleasure
cruise.

It was closing in on lunchtime when I spotted
him. “Hey,” I nudged Gabrien, “that’s the guy I talked to last
night. Maybe he can help us out, or at least point us in the right
direction.”

Gabe agreed and we headed over to him. The
crusty old captain saw me coming and gave me a hearty wave. “Ahoy
there, lass! And what ye be doin’ in these parts this fine
day?”

“Actually,” I put on my shyest smile, “I have
another question for you,” I lightly batted my lashes. Gabe rolled
his eyes.

“Anythin’ I can do fer ye, milady, I will
gladly do so.” He removed his feathered hat and gave a sweeping
bow.

“Do you remember our conversation last
night?”

“Aye...”

“Well, my friends and I are trying to find a
ship.”

He cocked a bushy eyebrow at me. “And what ye
be wantin’ a ship fer?”

“We want to get rid of the sea beast.”

The Captain took a step back, as if my words
had physically struck him. “Lass, I’m afraid that be a request I
canna help ye with.”

I made a quick decision. “You must
understand, Captain, we wouldn’t go if we weren’t certain we could
defeat it. We have a secret weapon.”

“Aura...” Gabe warned me, but I shushed
him.

The Captain chuckled. “A secret weapon ‘ave
ye now? And just what kind of weapon would this be?”

I bit my lower lip. It would have to be done.
“There’s something I haven’t told you yet, but before I tell you,
you must promise me something.”

“And what be that?”

“That you will swear on your very life as a
sailor and Captain that what I tell you will go no further.”

He balked a bit, but agreed never the less.
“So be it then, I swear on me life as a salty dog o’ the sea that
not a soul shall hear your secret from my lips.”

I looked at Gabe. He shrugged as if to tell
me I had made my own bed and now had to lie in it. “Very well,
Captain,” I lowered my voice so only he could hear me. “My name is
Aura, and I am a Dreamer. I mean to rid these waters of the
nightmare creature that resides within them.”

The Captain said nothing, but studied me
closely for a minute. “Aye. I believe you. The problem is, it will
be hard finding a crew to man a ship without tellin’ ‘em who ye be.
That is, unless ye’ve got a cargo o’ treasure at yer disposal.”

“The King funds our expedition,” Gabrien
added. “Any price you seek will be met.”

He gave a curt nod. “Very well then. I’ll do
me best to find ye a crew. Times ‘er tough so for th’ right price
any man would go ta sea. Me ship is right ‘ere, so ye best be ‘ere
at the first light o’ day.” He stuck out his hand. “I be Cap’n
Squiddy Geiger, and I’m proud to be o’ service to ye, Mistress
Aura.”

I took his hand and shook it firmly. “This is
Gabrien Brierblood, and we have two others that will be joining us
as well tomorrow.”

“Until tomorrow then?”

“Agreed. Tomorrow morning we set out to
destroy the beast.”


 Chapter Sixteen

Ships and
Storms

We stood there, staring at the massive
vessel. “You’re sure this Captain Geiger will keep his word?”
Dedric folded his arms across his chest.

I shrugged. “No assassins came for us in the
night, so I think we might be safe.”

A seagull called out overhead, greeting the
first rays of the sun as they peaked over the liquid horizon. “Ahoy
there!” A familiar voice called out from the deck of the ship. We
looked up and saw the captain peering at us over the side. “Ye have
permission, so get aboard! We’ve readied the ship and are all set
to cast off!”

The four of us walked down
the pier and climbed the rickety stairs to the quarterdeck. Ropes
were already hoisted up and tied down and the chink chink chink of the anchor
chain told us that he had not been exaggerating. Before we knew it,
the sails were full of wind and we were headed out to sea. I had a
brief moment of doubt, wondering if I had made the wrong choice,
but pushed it away. There was no time for doubting. I could only
move forward to face whatever lay leagues below us. My concern was
that I had put so many people in harm’s way by insisting on this
foray into danger, but I was certain I could protect them. If I
couldn’t do this, what good would I be to the realm when an army of
untold numbers was at the gates and our backs were to the wall?
This would be my test. This would be my proof. If I succeeded here,
I would find a way to succeed anywhere.

We sailed on into the day without any sign of
the monster. After a few hours, I grew weary of staring out at the
water and took to exploring the ship instead. I passed through crew
quarters, cargo spaces, and the brig. Turning down another
passageway, the smell of food cooking prodded me onward at a
slightly faster pace. The corridor ended at the door to the galley
and mess deck. I opened it and stuck my head inside. I could see
movement in the back kitchen, so I decided to find out who it was
that was producing the wonderful aromas that permeated the belly of
this vessel.

When I entered the kitchen, I saw a young
woman bustling about preparing the noon meal. She hummed a spirited
tune as she peeled carrots over a barrel. “Hello,” I said as I
entered. “Could you use any help there?”

The cook was startled, nearly dropping the
carrot she was holding. “Ach! My goodness lass, ye nearly made me
jump out o’ me own skin! Ya canna sneak up on a person like
that!”

“I am terribly sorry,” I could see that
I’d given her quite a fright. “I thought you heard me come
in.”

She shook her head. “That I did na, but as
long as yer ‘ere ye may as well be of some use to me,” she wiped a
wet hand on her apron and held it out to me. “Name’s Sirahal, but
ye can call me Sira.”

I shook her hand and smiled. “It’s a pleasure
to meet you, Sira. I’m Aura. Now, what can I help you with?”

She started to point me somewhere, but just
then, the ship heaved mightily to the starboard side. I heard
shouts of fear coming from the deck above and took off as fast as I
could for the topside. I arrived in time to see the crew scrambling
about as Captain Geiger barked orders at them. “Lass, ye asked for
it, now here’s yer chance!” He yelled to me from the helm. “There
be black waters ahead and yer beast is sure an’ certain to
follow!”

I rushed to the side railing and looked out
across the water. Not a mile out a shiny black ooze floated on the
water. It could have been an oil slick from a tanker, but I knew
better. It was the same slime I had seen coating the walls of the
homes in Marcus’ village. Bits of splintered wood floated along
past us, the remnants of other brave souls that had dared to
challenge the tyranny of the beast. “No more,” I swore under my
breath. “It ends today.”

The crew was bordering on panic, but the
Captain was keeping things together for now. Fear was written all
over their faces. This was the decisive moment.

The water in front of me began bubbling and
boiling. A black shadow passed back and forth beneath the surface.
As it grew closer, it dawned on me how big it was. It had to be at
least twice the length of the ship with a many-tentacled tail and a
pair of arms as thick as redwoods. The first things to emerge from
the water were two horns that sprouted from its head and grew back
along his skull like a greaser’s hair. I stepped away from the edge
towards the middle of the boat. Before I knew it, my friends
surrounded me; Gabe with swords drawn, Dedric with magic at the
ready, and Ina with a strange, pale glow surrounding her. “Ina,
what in the world?”

“A Spirit Guide is there to help protect,
guide, and lend their energy to the Dreamer. This,” she motioned to
where I had just come from, “is exactly why.”

I looked back to the railing to see the
monster rising up even higher with a spray of seawater. It opened
its giant, beaked mouth and let out a sound that was something
between an owl’s screech and a lion’s roar, only much, much louder.
We all covered our ears to keep our eardrums from exploding. The
creature looked at us hungrily as it raised its’ mighty arms. I saw
what was coming and before I knew what I was doing, I lifted my
hands. A giant ball of fire flew from my fingers. The force from it
was so great, it blasted me back and I knocked my companions down
like bowling pins. I could tell by the great screech of pain that
my shot had hit my mark. I scrambled to my feet, readying myself
for the next attack.

“Aura!” Dedric yelled, getting his footing as
well, “remember the dress!” A bright purple orb appeared in his
hands. “We’ll hold him off best we can!”

They formed a semi-circle in front of me as I
tried to block out the noises of the fight. I focused on the
monster as it thrashed around, trying to catch one of the
scattering sailors. I felt the tunnel vision closing in. Soon there
was nothing but the beast and I.

“Unravel it...” I whispered to myself.
“Unravel it...” A single sparkling thread near the base of the
monster’s neck drew my attention. Straining, I reached up and
pulled.

Someone threw himself at me
and pinned me to the ground. My head hit with a thunk on the wood planks of the
deck. “Get down! Something’s happening!” Gabe yelled as he shielded
me from whatever was going on. The most awful cries I had ever
heard filled the air. I squirmed under his weight and tried to get
a better look at what was happening. The sight that met my eyes was
unlike anything I’d seen before. The sea creature was, in fact,
unraveling into a pile of stringy goo. Its scales loosened and
turned to mush, almost as if it were melting. It thrashed its arms
and tail in the air wildly as though it could somehow keep itself
from falling apart, but it couldn’t fight this. The cries rose to a
deafening crescendo. At the climax, the beast burst apart, spraying
its black innards everywhere.

After the overwhelming noise of the monster’s
demise, everything seemed painfully quiet now. I nudged Gabe who
was still blanketing me like a human shield. “I think it’s safe,
Gabrien.”

He looked down at me, pinned beneath him, and
turned bright scarlet. “Oh. Right. Of course.” He pushed himself to
one side allowing me to slip out and get to my feet.

Surveying the scene, all I saw was one sticky
mess. Black goo dripped from the sails and every other surface that
had been exposed to the explosion. The good news was that no one
had been eaten. A bit of gauze and ointment would take care of what
few injuries there were. I gave a satisfied nod and a smile to the
Captain.

And then I blacked out again.

 


 


 


I awoke to the sensation of falling out of
bed and onto the cold hard floor. I looked around me, trying to
place where I was, when I saw Sira, the ship’s cook, scrambling to
grab hold of the bolted down table.

“What’s going on?” I shouted above the clang
of bells and clomp of boots across the deck. With much difficulty,
I managed to grab on to the footboard of the bed, also firmly
secured to the floor.

“I canna say mistress. Feels like we hit a
patch o’ nasty weather!” She yelled back.

”No kidding,” I thought to myself. I waited
for the tossing to subside a bit and then made for the door. “I’m
going up top to see what’s going on!” I shouted back to her.

Grasping for handholds the whole way, I made
the journey up to the deck as quickly as I could. On more than one
occasion I received bumps against walls that I was sure would leave
nasty bruises later. At last, I could see the stairs leading
topside. It was dark, that much I could tell. Upon reaching the
ladderwell, I found the steps to be slick with rain and salt water
coming in from the outside.

I put my hand above my eyes and tried to see
anything through the deluge. I managed to spot Gabe working with
the Captain at the ship’s helm, fighting to keep the wheel from
spinning out of control. Ina and Dedric were at different ropes,
attempting to help bring down the sails so the wind wouldn't shred
them. There was another lurch threw me from the doorway out onto
the deck.

“Aura!” I heard Ina shouting my name. I
looked up to where she struggled with her rope. The boom of thunder
and roar of the wind kept me from hearing whatever it was she said
afterwards. I was able to find my footing after a few more bouts of
tossing, and I made a grab for the ship’s railing. Where had this
storm come from? The sky had been blue and cloudless only a short
while ago, unless I had been out longer than I thought. I had to
try to settle it. After all, if I could defeat a giant sea monster
but not survive a little storm, what kind of champion for the Dream
Realm would that make me? I did my best to concentrate, but being
flung about was making it incredibly difficult. A cold spray of
ocean water down my back caught me off guard. I lost my hold on the
railing. Desperately, I flailed my arms, reaching for anything that
came near me. I heard shouting, something about a yardarm. I
couldn’t make it out.

With a painful slam, I felt what they were
trying to tell me. The large beam had swung around and struck me in
the stomach. My heart filled with dread as I went flying through
the air and over the side. I was too winded to think straight. My
hands slipped from the beam and I could do nothing to stop it. The
air was cold and the rain felt like needles of ice as I plummeted
down to the sea’s choppy brine.

As I smashed into the water, every nerve in
my body came to life with an electric shock. I opened my mouth to
scream, realizing too late that my lungs were filling with water. I
struggled to swim but couldn’t tell which way was up and which was
down. This couldn’t be happening, yet I knew I was drowning.
Somehow, the realization relaxed me. It didn’t feel bad, this
waterlogged death. I was warm and safe. There was no more fear.
Despite my situation, I smiled. I was even beginning to see those
wonderful visions that people described from near death
experiences: angels.

Angels... with tails? I
guess it wasn’t out of the question. After all, why should angels
be restricted to the air? The water was wonderful, why shouldn’t
they be allowed here? They came ever closer, hair flowing like
capes behind them. I tried counting them, but numbers no longer
made sense to me. Odd things really, numbers. So were words. Most
of them were silly and sounded like gibberish if you said them
enough. Like lemon. Lemon lemon lemon
leh-mun.

I reached out to touch an angel as it swam
closer, but I couldn’t wait any longer for them. I slipped away
into blackness, cradled by the rocking liquidity around me.


 Chapter
Seventeen

Prison and
Prejudice

“Dreamer…” Through the
blackness, the sound floated above, around, and through
me.

“Dreamer…” The sound came again. “Dreamer,
you must awaken…”

Like rolling over to hit the snooze button I
tried to ignore the voice calling to me. I was comfortable. I
didn’t want to wake up. I was floating weightless in a current of
warmth, feeling a peace I’d never felt before. No, I wouldn’t wake
up.

The voice came again, more forceful this
time, and slightly familiar, although I couldn’t place it yet. “You
must open your eyes. You must make yourself a creature of these
waters. Dream it and it will be so.”

I could become a creature of these waters.
Yes! Then I could stay here forever. Drawing in the dead weight of
my legs I pressed them tightly together, feeling them fuse into one
appendage as my clothing ripped away. My feet became flat and
scaly. I opened my eyes as a thick membrane formed over them to
keep out the salty water. Looking down at my fingers, I noticed a
thin webbing where there used to be empty space. Within my chest,
the water I inhaled was bursting to be released. I fought the urge
to open my mouth and let the ocean’s contents inside, but when I
couldn’t fight any longer, I felt the sudden rush of liquid pour
through slits on the sides of my neck, just below my chin. Lifting
my hands to touch them, I realized with stupefaction and horror
that I now had gills.

I had gills? Oh wonderful. I used to worry
about the occasional pimple, but now that I had gaping gashes in my
neck, I was sure they would detract from any imperfections on my
face.

In another instant of inward shock, I
realized I was now naked from the waist up. Thinking quickly, I
snatched at some seaweed floating by and tied it around myself, to
cover things the best I could. It definitely wasn’t haute couture,
but it concealed the important bits anyway.

A current brushed my arm, causing me to look
up. In my preoccupation with my transformation, I had nearly
forgotten about the “angels” I had seen approaching. A large group
of mermaids, not angels, as I had imagined as I floundered, floated
some ways off. Apparently, they were as startled by my physical
change as I was, and they kept their distance. I gave a watery
sigh. More people that were afraid of me. Perfect.

But if all the mermaids were over there, who
had spoken to me?

A sudden swirling of water sent me spinning.
Another mermaid was swimming in circles around me, a blissful smile
on her face. I took a closer look at her.

“Sira!” I cried, not
remembering I was under water. Somehow, the sound I produced was
clear, if not a bit muffled, like someone speaking underneath
blankets.

She giggled and spun me again. “Why hello
again, Mistress!” This was quite a different person than I had met
in the galley that morning. She seemed so carefree and unfettered,
not to mention that she was no longer speaking like a pirate. But
what was she doing here? If she was a mermaid, what had she been
doing as a ship’s cook?

“Oh, how I’ve missed this! The water, just
the feel of it on my skin makes me so happy!” I watched her twirl
and twist in a gleeful dance, only mildly aware of the gentle
flickering of my new tail. “Come and join me!” Before I could
protest, she took hold of my arms and whirled me to and fro. If I
was disoriented before, I was downright loopy now.

“Siiiirraaaa!” I wailed as I began to feel a
dizzy nausea coming on. She gave me one last spin and released me,
arms and fins flailing as I struggled to coordinate my new form. I
was spinning like a top when I felt two strong arms grip me tight
and hold me steady. Had I been on solid ground I surely would have
fallen over, but as it was, I sort of floated diagonally while my
vision straightened out. “Thanks,” I muttered to whomever it was
that had caught me.

“Did you just call that maid ‘Sira’?” A deep
voice rumbled at me.

I turned to see who still held me by my one
arm. There he was, a finely chiseled hulk of a merman (I was fairly
certain that was the proper term), staring at me so intently I
thought he might bore holes through my head. His long blonde hair
trailed out like a cape around him and his eyes were as silver and
reflective as a mirror. “Y-yes…” I stammered. “That’s her name.
Sira. Actually, it’s Sirahal, but she told me to call her Sira for
short…” I babbled away, hoping he’d let go of me before my arm
broke.

The other mermaids and mermen (I could now
tell that both genders were present) swarmed around me. I caught a
glimpse of another group of them surrounding Sira. These merpeople
had rather sharp looking spears, although I wasn’t willing to test
the acuity of that observation.

“I don’t know who you are,” the one holding
my arm brought his head down so his nose almost touched mine, “but
if you’ve harmed the Lady Sirahal in any way…”

My mouth dropped open. “Harmed her? Give me a
break, I just met her this morning!” I yelled out in protest as
they began swimming away, pulling me along with them. “Hey! I
didn’t do anything! Let go!”

It was no use. This fish wasn’t going to swim
out of this net so easily. I resigned myself to it and stopped
struggling. If I didn’t I would have likely end up with a
dislocated fin. These fish-people seemed mad about something, and
so far, I was the only suspect for the unnamed crime.

 


I felt like I might be getting the hang of
using my tail after about an hour of dragging behind one merperson
or another. They had substituted an iron grip on my arm with some
type of silver rope tied around my wrists. It was soft, so it
didn’t chafe as I struggled to pull a Houdini, but it was tough
enough that all my efforts were useless. No matter which way I
swam, I wasn’t strong enough to break free from the rope or the
person handling it. Therefore, I decided to make the best of it and
use this time to figure out how to swim in a fish-like way. It
occurred to me that I could use my abilities to get away, but
having just changed my body’s genetic code after nearly drowning, I
didn't have the strength for it. That and I was in no rush to jump
into a fight with people who were supposed to be my allies.

I didn’t know where they took Sira. I lost
sight of her when the mermen closed in with their spears.
Considering they referred to her as “Lady Sirahal”, I doubted she
was in much physical danger. Apparently, she was someone important
to them. Why did they think I had done something to her?

My attention drifted away from that subject
as I studied my surroundings more closely. What I saw amazed me.
Nothing I had watched on National Geographic or the Discovery
Channel could have prepared me for the magnificent sights of the
ocean floor. It was also possible that my vision was exaggerated,
considering this was the dream realm. Everything here had a touch
of magic and vivid colors that reality lacked. I was sure I was
seeing hues that didn’t exist in my world, but the fact that I now
had mermaid eyes also didn’t escape me. I had always wondered if
other creatures saw things the same way I did as a human. Now I
know, but it’s not a sensation you can easily describe to someone
else. It’s one of those things that simply are, like trying to
describe the concept of light to someone who’s been blind their
entire life. Think of it like watching a movie in high definition
on a widescreen TV when you normally watch it on a black and white
12-inch screen. The difference is that great.

I watched as schools of fish passed us
hurriedly, a myriad of rainbow colors reflecting off their scaly
bodies. Though the light had seemed wan at first, my new sight
allowed me to see everything clearly. Mermaids’ eyes must be built
for low-light conditions.

As we rounded the crest of a ridge, our pace
slowed. I craned my neck to see ahead and found myself breathless
at the sight of the land below. Towering spirals of coral and
mother-of-pearl shells sprang up through the bottom of a canyon,
glittering in the light of filtered sunbeams. Pearlescent silver
statues of fantastical sea creatures from mythology crowned the
tops of the buildings. At the apex of the tallest tower was a giant
triton, glimmering gold with its own radiance. Schools of fish
swimming around gave the appearance of particulate clouds enrobing
a mountain range.

A tug on the rope about my wrists jerked me
forward and nearly sent me tumbling. “Move it along,” the merman
growled in my general direction. It took all my willpower not to
turn him into a toad or something. I decided against using my
powers for something that could potentially start a war. Besides, I
was confident they’d get their just desserts when they found out
who I was and learned the truth of the situation, whatever that
might be.

I continued to marvel at the scenery as we
made our way to the center of the complex. There was no real
division in the buildings. Shops and homes shared walls and nothing
ran in a straight line. When you can swim above everything to find
what you want I guess grid-like streets were unnecessary. The only
thing I saw that unsettled me were the glares and sidelong glances
I received from those we passed.

We came to a stop at what you would call a
shack down here, although it was far more ornate and sturdy looking
than shacks on the surface. In comparison to the other structures
here, however, it was fairly lacking in aesthetic. If this was some
kind of prison, I would be very unhappy, although I could probably
escape easily enough, if I had a mind to.

One of our company broke off and swam ahead
to inform the guard in front of the door of their arrival with
captive in tow. He gave a nod and unbolted the entrance. Another
tug on the rope and we were on our way inside. All the tugging was
starting to get on my nerves. It’s not as if I was putting up much
of a fight. The least they could do is be civil.

I was escorted (read as: thrown into) a tiny
room with nothing in it. Holding out my arms to brace myself, as I
hadn’t figured out how to stop yet, I splattered against the far
wall and slid to the floor. I nursed my wounded pride with the
knowledge that soon everything would be set right and someone would
be disciplined for this.

As it turned out, I had quite a while to
wait. At some point someone slid a plate of something I think might
have been fish under the door, but the sight of it made me feel a
little green around the gills. I concluded that I would not be able
to stay here for much longer if for no other reason than mere
matters of the stomach. It also occurred to me that any kind of
normal food would be hard to come by under water. Breads and pastas
don’t weather well when submerged. I passed the time by trying to
master the art of being half fish. Since the room was so small,
this was much more difficult than it would have been in open water.
Many times I slammed into a wall before I figured out how to stop.
It was really much easier than I was making it. Simply maneuvering
into a vertical position and giving the very end of my tail a few
small flicks forwards and backwards was all it took in the end. I
hadn’t ever given much thought to the mechanics of being an aquatic
life form. I now had a much higher appreciation for it.

I was busy swimming loop-de-loops when I
heard the bars of my cell clunk and swing open. I halted mid-loop
and stared at the newcomers with a deer in the headlights
expression on my face. I must have looked quite silly since I was
upside down. Twisting my body and floating upright again I tried
not to look to embarrassed. “Uh… hi!” I said, laughing
nervously.

The looks on the faces of those present were
not amused. Before me were three scowling mermen in uniform. Did
they still think I had done something to Sira? One of them I
recognized as the guard who had caught me mid-spin earlier. “Your
presence has been requested by the Lady Elsaar,” he grimaced. This
guy had a serious problem with me.

“Lady Elsaar from the Council?” I asked
incredulously.

He grunted at me, which I took to mean ‘yes’.
“Let’s go.”

 


This time they allowed me to swim freely,
instead of putting me on a leash, which I took to be a good sign.
However, rather than going back through the main entrance, we made
our way to the rear of the shack, which I realized was just a small
offshoot of a much larger complex. Another guard opened the door
and we passed into a wide-open area. The ceilings were amazingly
tall and vaulted all the way to the tip of the spire. Mermen and
mermaids floated above us from one corridor to the next across the
open expanse of the center area. When everyone swims everywhere,
walkways and elevators were rather unnecessary.

They led me to a great door at the far end of
the main floor. Two more guards waited on either side of this
entrance, but they were more ornately attired than the three that
accompanied me. These wore gold chest plates with veins of black
obsidian inlaid throughout. Their helmets were of similar design,
streamlined down their necks, an adaptation meant for faster travel
in the water. They came to a high, pointed ridge in the center and
sloped down their foreheads and out from the bridge of their noses.
I couldn’t tell if they had any hair or not as armor covered
everything but their eyes, mouth, and chin. They reminded me of the
Royal Guard in London in their mannerisms, or rather, the lack
thereof. Not even their eyes moved as we approached. When we were
close enough, we stopped. I ran into the back of the big guy, but I
stopped nonetheless. With a sharpness I didn’t know was possible
under water, the two impressive guards sprang to action. They
turned on a dime to face each other, and then swam with motions
that were almost undetectable to the center of the gateway. Each
grasped a handle, gave a mighty pull and the portal opened.
Although they seemed to expend no effort at all, I could tell how
heavy each individual door had to be.

Even before we were through, they began to
close behind us. I felt like I had to scramble to the other side
lest my tail be caught between those monolithic doors. I imagined
that would be a pain hard to recover from.

The room we entered was far grander than
anything I had seen in this region yet. Everywhere I turned, things
that sparkled and shimmered greeted me. The floor looked like a
piece of the starry night sky. The grand pillars lining the walls
seemed carved out of colossal chunks of black spinel extruded from
the bowels of gigantic volcanoes. They must have been shaped from
single pieces of the stone, as there were no seams visible to the
eye. Light sparkled down from phosphorescent orbs, draping
everything in a golden glow.

I broke away from my amazement and noticed
that as I marveled at everything around me, I had fallen behind the
guards. I did my best to catch up to them, but they were merciless
in their pace. When they finally stopped, my chest was heaving from
the exertion. This fish thing was a lot harder than it looked.

Glancing over their shoulders, I noticed we
stopped in front of a grand throne plated in abalone shell. Upon
that throne was none other than Elsaar herself, but looking quite
different from the last time I had seen her.

At the Council meeting, Elsaar was very
elegant, her white hair piled in neat curls that spilled down the
high lace that hid her neck. Her blue gown had been lovely, but
conservative for someone of her beauty. Now, though her mannerisms
had not changed, her appearance was quite different. The
meticulously placed curls now floated freely with the currents,
giving her a more untamed, but no less elegant look. A woven crown
of pearls and gold draped around her forehead and traced the sides
of her face in liquefied droplets. About her torso she wore what
looked to be a mantle of jellyfish, only more opaque, but similar
in color and texture. I was driven to distraction by what the
material might feel like. She had the same silvery eyes as everyone
else. They met mine and I saw the immediate spark of recognition
and the flash of alarm cross her face.

Elsaar launched herself out of her chair and
into a tirade. “You idiots! Have you any idea who this is?” Their
faces went pale as they inched away from her wrath. She glared at
each of them and they parted to make a path between her and myself.
“Dreamer Aura,” she bowed low as all present collectively gasped,
“I humbly apologize for any mistreatment you may have endured in
your stay in my realm. I’m afraid our defenses have been abnormally
high of late, circumstances being what they are. Nevertheless, that
is no excuse for the behavior of the guards that took you
captive.”

I blushed at her showing of fealty to me.
“Please,” I said, touching her shoulder, “you don’t have to
apologize. It’s okay. Really.”

She lifted her head. “It most certainly is
not ‘okay’.” She seemed to stumble on the informal word. Recovering
quickly, she turned to the guards. “What excuse do you make for
your actions, Sergeant?”

The big guy cleared his throat uncomfortably.
“I… have no excuses, my lady. I saw the Dreamer with the Lady
Sirahal and simply assumed she had been responsible for her
disappearance. I acted rashly, but I could not take any chances
regarding the safety of your sister.”

Elsaar narrowed her eyes at him. “Your
reasoning does not fall on deaf ears, Sergeant, but I also cannot
let this go unpunished.”

“I understand, your grace. I accept the
consequences of my actions.”

She floated back to her throne as she
considered it. “Very well then. You are hereby demoted in rank to
corporal, effective immediately. You will inform your men and your
superiors, then report to the Captain of the Guard for
reassignment.”

The guard looked crestfallen. Although I knew
nothing about military rank, I understood enough to know that this
was a very big deal. “Lady Elsaar?” I spoke up.

She looked at me, eyebrows furrowed. “Yes,
Dreamer Aura?”

I bit my lip and weighed my words before I
began. “With all due respect, I think perhaps the punishment is a
little harsh. After all, he was only doing his duty to protect your
realm. His intentions were nothing but honorable and no real harm
was done to me, unless you count the small bruise to my pride. If
I’m not being too forward, maybe…” I paused, reprimanding myself
for once again telling a ruler how to do their job, “maybe you
could just give him a week of double duty or something
instead?”

The shocked look on the guard’s face mirrored
that of Elsaar’s. Then she gave a half smile, which confused me
utterly. “Your point is a very good one,” she looked back to the
Sergeant. “You owe a debt of gratitude to the Dreamer this day,
Sergeant Rians. By speaking in your defense, she may have saved
your career. I trust you will remember these events.”

He bowed. “I will, your grace. For all my
days.”

She nodded her approval. “Very well then. So
it shall be. For the next week, your duty is doubled and you will
complete any extra tasks your superiors set for you. You shall
retain your rank of sergeant, but consider this a warning. Next
time there may not be such a kind witness to testify on your
behalf.”

With another deep bow and a snappy salute,
the trio of guards made a hurried exit. I turned and watched them
go. I hoped that the next time the Sergeant and I met, he would be
a little less hostile towards me.

“You surprise me,” Elsaar’s comment made me
jump. I turned back to where she sat. “Not many would have had the
courage to speak up on his behalf.”

I chuckled. “Well, maybe now he’ll be a
little nicer to me,” She frowned, and I knew my usual casual manner
was inappropriate here. I covered as best I could. “Not that he was
excessively mean to me. He was just doing his job. Anyone could
have assumed that I had something to do with… what exactly is going
on with Sira?”

Elsaar straightened. “As for that, I could
relate that story to you myself, but I think Sira would rather tell
it her way.”

“Where is she?”

“She is currently visiting with our father,
however, I shall direct her to you when she is able.”

“Thank you. I would like that very much.”

Getting up from her chair, she crossed the
room and pulled on a silver rope. The low tone of a bell echoed off
the walls and a young mermaid emerged from behind a silver curtain.
“Yes, your grace? How may I be of service?”

“Dreamer Aura is to be our guest. She is in
need of sleeping quarters and appropriate food. Keep in mind that
she is not accustomed to our fare and will require something more
suited to land walkers.”

The girl blanched. “Land walkers, my lady?”
The thought of a normal human being able to transform into a
mermaid baffled her. I couldn’t say that I really blamed her. I was
still a bit baffled myself.

Elsaar gave her a stern look. “You have your
orders. I trust I need not repeat them.”

She bowed deeply. “No, my lady. Everything
shall be as you have commanded.”

“Good.” She turned back to me. “Dreamer Aura,
Sielle will see to your every need. I am afraid I must attend to
other business now. If you will excuse me…” She trailed off as she
swam out of the room, not so much as glancing back over her
shoulder.


 Chapter
Eighteen

Love and Loss

The room I given to me was no less impressive
than the one I stayed in at King Cyrus’ castle, just a bit more
watery. I found I was growing accustomed to these surroundings and
didn’t feel the slightest bit prune-like. I doubted that mermaids’
skin wrinkled up like human skin though. When the servant girl had
gone to fetch food for me (I was still concerned about that after
my experience in the jail cell), I studied myself in the
full-length mirror. My skin was, in fact, coated in small scales,
but they were so tiny you could hardly tell. This was a fascinating
form. Every time I looked, I found something new at which to
marvel. The Dreamer that had dreamt up the mermaid must have had an
incredibly beautiful imagination.

I glanced to my right, saw a wardrobe, and
remembered I was still wearing seaweed. With a flush of
embarrassment, I imagined what Elsaar must have thought of that. I
tried to think what kind of clothing would be appropriate here.
Tired as I was, all I could think of was a pair of seashells tied
together with strings of pearls. Remembering Elsaar’s shirt, I
amended my initial concept with material like that, only in
lavender, attached to the bottom of the shells in pleats. The
finishing touch was two flowing cuffs around my upper arms. I
looked at myself in the mirror again. It wasn’t half bad, I
decided. I shook out my hair, and with a little help from the
strange whirlpool-creating brush from the nightstand, spun it up
into a neat spiral atop my scalp. It was quite a clever brush and
only took a moment to get the hang of.

By the time I was finished primping, a knock
came on my door. I swam to it, opened it, and there was Sira,
looking only a little worse for the wear, but considerably less
happy than the last time I saw her. She seemed so elated to be back
in the water before. I couldn’t imagine why she was upset now.

“Sira! I’m so glad to see you!” I exclaimed
as I hugged her tightly. “Are you all right? What’s happened? I
have so many questions for you I’m not sure where to start!”

She sighed wearily and floated in behind me.
“It’s a long story…”

“I have time,” I shrugged and settled myself
on a chair that felt similar to a soggy mushroom.

Instead of sitting with me, Sira continued to
the window on the far wall of my room, staring out with a far away
look on her face. “It’s been years since I’ve been back here.
Actually, I never thought I’d come to Eislin again, but when I saw
you go overboard, I didn’t even give it a second thought. I knew
what would happen if I dove in after you, but a little voice inside
me told me that I had to go.”

“The Captain caught me in a fishing net years
ago. It was as if it were meant to happen. I didn’t know who was
aboard the ship, so I couldn’t let them see me as a mermaid. I
decided to take a temporary human form until I could figure out how
to get away. You see, a mermaid can only do this a few times in
their life, and only for a few days at a time. Eventually, without
the aid of a sea charm, we revert to our original form. As the days
passed, I found myself less and less inclined to go back to the
water. And then Elsaar found me.”

She trailed off for a moment, as if reliving
it. “She asked me if I wanted to come home. I was surprised. Elsaar
never does anything to break the rules; after all, it’s her job to
uphold them. When she gave me the bracelet and wished me the best,
well, I couldn’t find the words to thank her. She told me that if I
ever changed my mind, there would be consequences. I wasn’t sure
what she meant back then. Now I know.”

Sira stopped speaking. From my side view of
her, I saw something silver shimmer down her cheek. A mermaid tear?
I didn’t think mermaids could cry. The sight of it startled me.
Could it be that she was in love with Captain Geiger? It must have
been the case.

“Sira…” I said softly. “Can you go back?”

Closing her eyes, she whispered, “No. Since I
stayed a human for so long, I can never take that form again.”

How horrible for her. Was there no other way?
“Shall I speak to Elsaar for you? I’m sure we could work out
some-“

“No!” She whirled around and shouted. “I will
not allow it. I have done this myself and I will endure the
consequences as I must.”

“But you only did it to save my life. It’s
unreasonable that you should have to suffer because I was
foolish.”

“No one forced me to jump in after you.”

“But who else could have? If it hadn’t been
for you I’d be shark bait now, and not much use to anyone.”

“To anyone besides the shark, you mean,” she
giggled. It was the first time I’d seen her smile since she came
in.

I grinned at her for a moment, but then
frowned as something else occurred to me. “Sira, how did you know I
was a Dreamer? I told no one-“

“Except the Captain,” she finished for me. “I
know he promised, but you must understand that we keep no secrets
from each other.”

I sighed. “I figured as much. And I think in
this case I can overlook it.” The conversation quieted.

I suddenly burst out laughing, to which she
looked at me even more strangely. Calming down, I took a deep
breath and released it. “I’m sorry. I just don’t know why I didn’t
think of this sooner.” I looked her in the face. “I’m a Dreamer. I
don’t need any magic charms to make you human!”

Sira’s eyes lit up excitedly. “You’re right!”
She exclaimed, and then subdued herself. “But, there’s just one
thing…”

“What?”

“It’s my father,” she explained. “He’s the
one that set the guards out looking for me and told everyone I’d
been kidnapped. He doesn’t approve of me becoming a human. He
thinks it’s beneath me, that I should be proud of what I am and not
want to change.”

I sat back in my mushroom chair. “Hmm,” I
thought. “I can see where that could be an issue. Maybe I can talk
to him, and, you know, ease him into the idea a little.”

“You don’t know my father. It won’t be easy
to convince him. Especially since…” she trailed off.

“Especially since what? It’s not like I’m
asking you to sell me your soul. If anything, it’s repaying my debt
to you, for saving my life.”

“It’s not that,” she smiled at me gratefully.
“It’s more to do with Squiddy, er, Captain Geiger, that is, than me
or you. The rub of it is that he used to be a merman. In fact, he
was one of my father’s personal guards for a while,” The shocked
look on my face must have been amusing because she laughed a
little. “I suppose there’d be no reason you would have known that.
But still, it’s funny to see how surprised you are.”

Captain Squiddy with a fish tail. The thought
bounced off the walls of my brain. I started giggling
uncontrollably. Sira watched me for a moment and then couldn’t hold
back any longer. We both laughed for several minutes before either
of us could get the breath to speak.

Once I had regained my composure, I
straightened myself up. “Okay, Sira. Take me to your father.”

 


 


Despite her protests, I convinced Sira to
take me to her father’s residence within the castle complex. The
closer we came to it, the more nervous she looked. I gave her hand
a reassuring squeeze as we stopped in front of a large black
door.

“Okay,” she sighed, “you ought to be aware
that my father, Theas, used to be the Regent of this realm. My
sister is now, but only because my father was unable to continue
ruling. He’s old and crotchety, but he means well and has nothing
but good in his heart as far as my sister and I are concerned. He
is not going to be open to your idea. You have your work cut out
for you. Above all, do not underestimate him.”

“What about your mother?” I asked.

“What about her?”

“Is she still alive? Is she here?”

Sira shook her head. “I don’t know if my
mother is still alive or not. She disappeared ten years ago. I
think that’s why my father has kept such a watchful eye over Elsaar
and myself. We are the only family he has left.”

I considered that information. “Sira, I think
maybe I should go in by myself. This might go better if I talk to
him alone.”

“I don’t know…” she fidgeted.

I smiled reassuringly. “I’ll be all right.
After all, he’s not some kind of sea monster, right?” I winked at
her, opened the door, and slid in before she got the chance to
reply.

Closing the door behind me, I turned and saw
a long tunnel ahead of me. It was circular in shape, like a giant
drill had bored through a single, massive piece of coral. The
windows were carved out at irregular intervals, but in a way that
they were in harmony with the natural formation around them. The
merpeople’s sense of aesthetic was astounding. The flooring here
was not tile that had been laid in geometric patterns. Instead,
urchins, sponges, and anemones swayed with the constant movement of
the water, creating a living carpet. A clownfish poked his head out
of his home and darted back in just as quickly when he saw me
approaching.

At the end of the tunnel was another door
made entirely of abalone shells. I ran my fingers over it, taking
in every detail. Before I could knock, a deep voice called to me
from inside, “Enter, Dreamer.”

I jumped back from the door. How had he known
I was there? I shook myself and reached for the doorknob. It turned
easily and the passage opened up. With only a little hesitation, I
made my way inside.

The light was dimmer here than it had been in
the hallway, but what it lacked in light, it made up for in beauty.
I drew in my breath sharply as I took everything in.

It was a giant undersea garden and menagerie.
Tiers and floating shelves displayed plants and ocean life of all
kinds. Vines of all colors and sizes draped over the edges of every
surface. Fish that looked like flowers floated by on lazy currents
as a single ray of light shone through the large hole in the
conical ceiling. I stayed there, rooted to the spot in awe of the
magnificence around me.

“Are you going to sit there and gape all day,
or have you come to me for a reason?” A gruff voice disturbed my
thoughts.

I looked around for whoever had spoken.
Tending to some sort of spiny plant half way up the wall, a
white-haired and bulky looking merman floated with his back to me.
Cautiously, I swam up to him, stopping a few feet away. “So you
know who I am then?” I ventured.

“Hard not to.” He clipped away a dead leaf.
“The entire region has been whispering about you since you entered
the water. It isn’t every day that someone transforms into a
mermaid that hasn’t previously been one before. Either way, I knew
before anyone told me just who you were.”

“And how is that?” I asked, genuinely
curious.

At last, he turned towards me. I could see
the lines time had etched into his face. It looked as though life
had not been kind to him. I felt the sadness in his eyes reaching
out to me, although the man himself appeared distant and detached.
“It was in the water. I could feel the presence of something new
and unusual. A few of us can. Elsaar is much better at it than I
am. She probably sensed you the moment you broke the surface.”

Sira had been right. Her father was not
someone to be taken lightly. Experience and confidence exuded from
every inch of him. “So you know then, why I’ve come to you.”

He turned back to his pruning, “You’ve come
to take my Sirahal away from me.”

I faltered. Was that what he really thought?
“Sir, I mean to do no such thing. I only wish to repay my debt to
her and see if there isn’t a happy solution for everyone
involved.”

The tone of dejection was evident in his
voice, “As long as she’s with that traitor, there is no happy
solution.”

Again, I found myself taken aback by his
words. “If I might be so bold sir, may I ask why you think so?”

He stopped pruning and set the shears down on
the ledge. “Because no good can come of separating from your
family.”

“What if I had a suggestion to alleviate that
concern?”

Reeling towards me, I could see the anger in
his eyes. “Why do you wish to meddle in our affairs? You are not
one of us! You could not possibly understand our situation!”

I backed up, frightened by his sudden shift
in mood, but was not deterred. “Then perhaps you could explain it
to me. Does it… does it have something to do with Sira’s mother?” I
ventured.

He narrowed his eyes, apparently reevaluating
his opinion of me. “And what would you know about that?”

I held my ground, but didn’t give him more
information to use against me, “I’d know more if you explained it
to me.”

With a sigh, his shoulders slumped. “All
right then. You might as well know.” His eyes softened and he
looked at me beseechingly. “You must promise not to tell Sirahal or
Elsaar about any of this. They have very fond memories of their
mother and I would like to preserve those.”

I nodded. “I will do my best to keep them
from getting hurt.”

“Follow me.” Theas swam off to the far bottom
corner of the room. I couldn’t see it at first, but he stopped at
the wall and pushed aside some vines, revealing a small, plain
door. It had been completely hidden and I would never have known it
was there had he not shown me.

He placed his hand over a seal where the knob
should have been, and the door opened with a soft click. He
motioned for me to enter, then followed behind. “This,” he said as
the hatch closed behind us, “is the Regent’s vault. It holds many
treasures and more secrets than any one person can know. Even I
don’t know them all. Some are so old they are long forgotten,” he
explained as he made his way through the windowless chasm. Small
globes of light mounted to the walls and suspended from the ceiling
cast the room with a beautiful blue illumination. We wound our way
through the maze of cases and shelves and trunks until Theas came
to a stop in front of a tall wardrobe. He opened it, revealing a
trove of pictures and jewelry and garments. Looking at them, they
seemed ordinary enough. That is, until I realized that they were
all human, not mermaid, things. The photographs showed the smiling
faces of people with two legs on land, instead of tails under the
sea. The clothing was human, as were the shoes and other things
inside.

I turned to him. “I don’t understand. Why are
all these human things here?”

He reached into the closet and pulled out a
picture of a beautiful woman with long hair and eyes so dark they
were almost black. Sira’s eyes, when she was human. “This is my
wife, Ryla. I met her while attending a Council meeting many, many
years ago. She was only a servant girl, but the moment I laid eyes
on her I knew I would never be happy with another.”

I stared at the photo, trying to wrap my head
around it, “So, Sira and Elsaar are part human?”

Theas nodded. “They are, they just don’t know
it.”

I handed him the picture. “Why not? Why did
you never tell them?”

“It’s a complicated matter,” he said, placing
the frame back in the closet. “Merpeople are a very proud race and
do not believe bloodlines should be diluted with other races. It
was for this reason that no one ever knew the truth about Ryla.
It’s foolish, I know, but it is something ingrained in us from
birth. If either of my daughters were to know of it, I know Sirahal
would be more accepting of it than Elsaar. Sirahal has always been
the softer hearted of the two of them. Elsaar would die of shame
rather than admit she wasn’t pureblood. That’s not to say she is
unkind or unmerciful. In fact, she is a fair and just Regent, even
more so than I was.”

“You know it was Elsaar that gave Sira the
sea charm?” I asked, wanting to maintain the honesty between
us.

He sighed. “I do. Neither of them thinks I
do, but I knew the moment Elsaar took the charm and what she would
do with it. My daughters think they can keep secrets from me,” he
chuckled. “They half think I am a loony old merman.”

Not wanting to stray from the subject at
hand, I decided to do more exploring on the matter of Ryla. “So,
what happened to her?”

The smile faded from his face. “I trust you
know enough about sea charms to know that they are not permanent
fixes.” I nodded. “Then you know she could not stay here forever.
We ignored that fact for as long as we possibly could. Then one
day, ten years ago, we knew it was time. For twenty-five years, we
loved as deeply as anyone could have. We cherished every moment
because we knew we only had a short amount of time to be together.
In the end, I’m not sure which was harder for her, to leave me, or
our children, but I suspect it would have been close. After all,
how do you compare your love of your children to the love of your
soul mate?”

I had no answer for that. I could only
imagine how painful it must have been for her to have to walk, or
swim, away from her family and her greatest love. I was beginning
to understand why Theas did not want to let go of Sira, especially
when I saw how closely she resembled her mother. With Elsaar busy
as the Regent, Sira must have been the only company he had.

Something else occurred to me. “Theas, what
is it that keeps you here?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well,” I crossed my arms, “with Elsaar as
Regent, and Sira wanting to return to the ship, why haven’t you
gone to find your wife?”

“Don’t think I haven’t thought of that,
Dreamer,” he reprimanded me. “However, I used up all my time on
land in my younger days as Regent. That is the reason Elsaar took
my place as Regent. The Regent must attend Council meetings. When
the Merpeople’s Regent can no longer take the form of a land
walker, it is time for them to pass the title to the next in
line.”

I considered. “So, really, I could help both
you and Sira at the same time…”

He held up his hand to stop me. “I’m old. I’m
done with adventuring. Besides, I have no way of knowing if my wife
is still alive or not. I’ve had no word from her since she left,
and have not made any efforts to seek her out above the surface of
the water. It’s the only way I’ve been able to keep this secret
from my people.”

This old merman certainly had a way of
complicating things. For someone who had ruled an entire region, it
astounded me that he hadn’t seen the answer to his problems ages
ago. “What if I could find her? I could speak with her and get her
feelings on the matter. If she still wants you, would you consider
taking a human form to be with her?”

His eyes sparkled with silvery mer-tears. “I
would do nearly anything to see my Ryla again. But my people…”

I rolled my eyes. “Don’t be so stubborn.
You’ve dedicated your life to serving your people and your family.
Why not take some time for yourself now? I think anyone would agree
that you were entitled to a small bit of happiness now that your
years of service are over.”

The wheels turned in his head, but he said
nothing. After what seemed like hours, he made his decision. “Very
well then,” he straightened. “If you can find Ryla and she still
wants me, I will go. Then Sira will be free to do as she chooses,
even with the traitor, Captain Geiger.”

This still confused me. “If I might ask one
more question, why do you refer to the Captain as a traitor? Is it
simply because he became human?”

A dark cloud passed over his face. “It is not
for this reason alone. Tell me, how is it that he stays human? How
does he maintain that form?”

I shrugged. “I assumed he also had a sea
charm.”

“He does indeed,” he growled. “But not just
any sea charm. His is extra special, the only one of its kind. It’s
magic is more powerful than all the sea charms ever created,” He
swam over to an adjacent trunk and opened it with a creak. It was
empty. “This is where it used to be…until the Captain of my
personal guards stole it.”

I bit my lip. So that was why he thought of
Captain Squiddy as a traitor. Things were much more complex than I
had first thought. First, he steals Theas’ sea charm, and then his
daughter. This would not go smoothly.

“He was nearly like a son to me. I trusted
him with knowledge I would tell no other. He betrayed me
completely.” He stared, defying me to argue with him. “Do you still
think Geiger is fit for my daughter?”

I sighed. “I don’t think it has anything to
do with what you think or what I think. If Sira loves him, and he
loves her, well, nothing either of us say or do is going to change
that. Besides, it probably runs in your family to fall in love with
someone you shouldn’t, don’t you think?” I grinned at him, but he
didn’t laugh. Instead, all I got was a grunt of ascension as he
closed the trunk and made his way out of the vault, me in tow.

Once he had closed and hidden the door again,
I continued. “Regardless of what you think of the Captain, my
companions are still aboard his ship, probably searching for me and
thinking I’ve drowned or been eaten. I’ll need to find a way to get
in touch with them, so any suggestions you have for doing so would
be welcomed.”

He cocked his head at me, as if wondering why
I didn’t know how to do this myself. “You have a Spirit Guide, do
you not?”

“Ina? What has she got to do with it?”

“You mean to say you don’t know?” He asked
incredulously. “Honestly, she must not have been very helpful to
you thus far if she hasn’t even taught you the basics about your
bond,” I continued gazing at him ignorantly. “You share a mental
connection with your Spirit Guide. You could have called her at any
time.”

My jaw flapped open like a boned fish. “So
all this time I could have just… and she would be…” I slapped my
forehead with the palm of my hand. “I’m an idiot.”

 


 



 Chapter
Nineteen

Connect and
Transform

After discussing things with Theas for a bit
longer, I made my way back through the hallway carpeted with sea
life and to the black door at the end. I opened it and went out,
only to be pounced on by Sira. She had been waiting for me all this
time.

“What did he say? What did you say? Should I
go in there? Did he say no? Should we do it anyway? Why are you not
answering me?” She sputtered out all in one breath.

“Sira!” I grabbed her shoulders. “You must
calm down!”

She looked at me, the wild look still in her
eyes, but less urgent. “Sorry. I’ve just been worried sick about
what was going on in there. What took you so long?”

“It’s all right,” I smiled
as reassuringly as I could. “He’s given me the go ahead for you,”
she squealed excitedly and I continued, “but, there’s something I need to do
for him first.”

Her face fell. “I’m sure it’s some impossible
task, isn’t it. Something to ensure you’ll never succeed no matter
how hard you try or how powerful you are.”

I chuckled. “Oh Sira, it’s like everyone
keeps telling me; anything is possible in the Dream Realm.”

 


 


 


After I reassured Sira for the hundredth time
that everything would be fine, I managed to get some quiet time in
the room Elsaar had provided for me. Upon my arrival, I was
ecstatic to see a large bowl of what looked like fruit in the
center of the table. Like a pig in a trough, I stuffed myself with
mouthful after mouthful of it. I hadn’t realized how starved I was.
It was delicious, but by that point, I think anything would have
seemed like a gourmet meal.

When I had finished filling my belly, I
sighed pleasantly and flopped down into the spongy chair. Now
seemed as good a time as any to contact Ina, so I closed my eyes
and concentrated, unsure of what I was doing exactly. It took me
awhile, but I started to sense a presence that felt like Ina. It
was like being sucked into her eyes the same way I had been when we
first met.

“Ina?” I felt my mind reach out to her. “Can
you hear me?”

The reply was quick and sharp and I could
feel her panic. “Aura? Aura! Thank the stars! We feared the worst!
Where are you?”

I sent her my amusement at her reaction. “I’m
in Eislin with Sira and Elsaar. I’m fine. But I need to get back
together with everyone. There’s something I need to do. I’m not
sure why, but I feel like it’s very important.”

I tried to express to her about Theas and
Ryla, and in turn Sira and the Captain as well. She seemed to get
the message clearly enough. “Why is this suddenly a priority? It
seems like a waste of time,” she stated.

I thought about it, but
couldn’t figure out what was pulling me in this direction. Part of
me felt it was the drive for adventure, but I couldn’t shake the
feeling there was something else at work: something larger than
myself that had a plan. I supposed it was probably good
someone had things
figured out. Everything seemed to be happening so fast it was all I
could do to keep up and go with whatever came my way.

It seemed very far away, but I heard a knock
on the door. “Ina, I must say goodbye before I leave. I will
contact you again when I’m ready to depart.”

I cut the conversation off and opened my eyes
to see the servant girl standing in the doorway. “Yes?” I
asked.

She bowed, her mousy brown hair falling
around her. “Pardon my intrusion, but the Lady Elsaar wishes to see
you.”

I got up. “It’s all right. I was just
relaxing. Do you know what she wants to see me about?”

“She would not have told me. Would you follow
me please?”

Shrugging, I did as she asked. The two of us
proceeded down the hallway and through several corridors before she
stopped in front of another black door. “She is expecting you.
Please enter.” The maid tapped lightly on the knocker and it opened
silently. Without another word, she bowed again and left, leaving
me there with a lump in my throat. What was I going to say to
Elsaar if she asked about my errand for Theas?

The room I entered was much more subdued than
the grand reception hall I had last seen the Regent in. Everything
was designed simply, without much fuss about ornate detailing or
inlaid patterns. Elsaar sat at the head of a large conference
table, her fingers busily turning a ring on her right hand while
her mind drifted elsewhere. I cleared my throat to announce my
presence. When she looked up, I felt myself straighten. “You wanted
to see me?”

“I did,” she nodded. “Please sit.” She
motioned to a chair to her right. When I sat, she studied me for a
moment, as if trying to solve a puzzle. “I was informed that you
spoke with my father.”

“Yes,” I tried not to squirm. “I needed to
speak to him about Sira.”

“And what did he tell you?”

I bit my lip and tried to think of something
to say that wasn’t a lie. “He agreed to let her return to the
surface.”

Elsaar’s eyes narrowed, “What is it that you
have to do for him?”

I feigned the most innocent face I could.
“Why would you think he asked me to do something for him?”

Elsaar sighed tiredly. “Because I know my
father. He does not do anything for anyone that doesn’t somehow
benefit him or the region in some way. So I ask again, what are you
to do in return for his permission to make Sirahal a human?”

I felt trapped. How could I avoid telling her
what Theas was having me do? “Part of my task is to not tell you
what it is I’m doing.” Her eyebrows shot up in alarm. “But please
don’t worry. I would never do anything that would make trouble for
anyone.”

“I am not completely assured of that.” She
sat back and resumed fiddling with her ring. “The best of
intentions often have a way of leading to ruin.”

“Something I’m well aware of,” I nodded. “I
gave it a lot of thought before I agreed to it. However, if
something came up that I think you should know about, I wouldn’t
hesitate to tell you. I hope you understand that I wouldn’t hold
back information if I thought it posed a danger.”

She didn’t seem convinced. “From what I know
of you, Dreamer, you have an integrity many don’t, certainly the
courage to do what must be done, and a compassion for others that,
admittedly, I do not always share. Be warned, not everyone would
return such kindness to you. My father would never break his word,
but has an incredible ability to bend people to his whims without
them realizing. I cannot tell you what to do, but I can advise
caution on your part. He withholds information if he thinks it
benefits him in some way. So it is nothing on your part that
concerns me.”

Her words made me feel better in some ways,
and worse in others. It hadn’t occurred to me before, now I
wondered if there was a thing or two Theas had neglected to tell
me.

I left the meeting feeling less confident
than when I had gone in. I tried my best to shake off the unease I
was suddenly feeling and went to find Sira to tell her I was
leaving. As it turned out, I had to look no further than out the
window into the courtyard garden in the center of the complex.

When I finally wound my way through the maze
that was this fortress, Sira was humming to herself and poking
around in the garden. The look on her face was serenity embodied.
She was so different from Elsaar in every way. Sira seemed not to
have a care in the world, whereas her sister fretted and worried
about the slightest detail.

“I have to be on my way,” I said quietly. “I
wanted to say goodbye before I left.”

She straightened and turned to face me. “So
soon? You’ve only just got here. Are you sure you can’t stay just a
little while longer? There are so many things I’d like to show
you…”

I gave her a grateful smile. “I’m afraid I
can’t. The longer I stay the longer you’ll have to be here as well,
unless you’ve changed you mind about the Captain?”

Her eyes went wide. “Certainly not! I’m very
anxious to get back, but it’s been a long time since I’ve been back
in the water. I’m enjoying it while I can.”

Laughing, I patted her shoulder. “I know,
Sira. I’ll only be gone as long as I have to be. I’m not sure what
lies ahead of me. If something happens, well, you becoming human
will be the least of your worries, I think.”

“I have faith in you,” she
shrugged and bent down to pick a flower. “Fighting that sea monster
is proof enough for me that you’re as good as the old legends say.
The fact that you went and talked to my father and
somehow convinced him to
let me go back tells me you’re brave and smart. I’m not sure what it is
he’s having you do, but I don’t think it’s something bad. To hear
you talk about this mysterious quest, you make it sound like a swim
through the coral.” She put the blossom behind her ear.

I laughed. “Well, I don’t know about that.
Things have a way of getting complicated very quickly. But it’s
good to know you think so highly of my ability.”

“And why wouldn’t I? You’ve given me no
reason to doubt your promise. Despite what my father and sister
think of me, I’m actually a good judge of character. I know that
when you make a promise you will keep it no matter what stands in
your way, even if it’s a sea monster,” she teased.

Exchanging a hug, we said goodbye and I found
my way back to my room. It was funny how one sister’s pessimism
made me feel unsure and the other’s optimism gave me so much
confidence in myself. I still had my doubts, but I was certain I
was doing the right thing. Those two were quite the odd pair. It
seemed strange that they shared the same parents.

My mind turned to logistics now. It occurred
to me that I was still a mermaid and that were I to travel to
another region in this form it would be quite embarrassing to show
up naked who knew where. I could conjure up a dress and then leave,
but when I arrived, I’d be soaked to the bone and that would be
incredibly uncomfortable to travel in. However, if the alternative
was nudity…

A sharp rapping on my door made me jump. It
wasn’t the timid knock of the servant girl. I wondered who it was.
Upon opening the door, I was shocked to see Sergeant Rians looking
back at me. “My lady, I have been informed that you’re in need of
an escort back to the surface. I have three additional men at the
ready to depart as soon as you say the word.”

“Well, this is quite the coincidence,” I
said, laughing. “I was just trying to figure out how I was going to
meet up with my party again without showing up wet and/or naked.
Now here you are, ready to take me back. I trust you know how this
works.”

He gave a curt nod. “There is a cave where
our leaders go when they have cause to travel to a human region. My
men and I will escort you there and ensure you are able to meet
your comrades in safety.”

“Thank you, Sergeant,” I smiled at him. “I
hope this isn’t too inconvenient for you.”

For the first time since I’d met him, his
face softened from his normal steely countenance. “It is no
inconvenience at all. I am indebted to you for your words to Lady
Elsaar. I was too hasty and harsh in my judgment of you. I owe you
for that as well.”

I blushed. “Really Sergeant, you need not be
so harsh on yourself. You were only doing your job when you
arrested me. And as for the rest, well, consider it lesson learned
and take it to heart.”

“As you wish, my lady.” He bowed. A look of
confusion crossed his face. “Might I be so bold as to ask you
something?”

“Of course. What is it you want to know?”

He shifted his weight nervously. “When we
took you prisoner, you could have easily escaped us by using your
powers, correct?”

“This is true.”

“Why did you not?” he asked. “Nothing we
could have done would have prevented you from doing whatever you
wanted to. Why not use your powers to fight back?”

I thought about my answer,
trying to find a way to put it without sounding too Gandhi-like.
“Well, I suppose that just because you can do something, doesn’t mean
you should. After
all, had I done so and someone had gotten hurt, that hardly
would’ve done me any good, would it? No, I decided there was
nothing to be gained by using my powers in that situation. We’re on
the same side in the same fight. Even at my most impulsive, I doubt
I would have done something like that. I only use my ability as a
Dreamer when there is no other alternative left for me. It’s safer
that way, don’t you think?”

He bowed again. “Dreamer Aura, I am humbled
by your wisdom. It will be my honor to see you safely back to
shore.”

I grinned. “I believe it will be an honor for
us both, Sergeant.”

 


I could tell we were getting closer to the
surface. The water was much warmer now than it had been and the
light much brighter. Regardless of how much progress we made,
however, it seemed like an endless swim. When at last the outlines
of a vertical, rocky surface came into view, I was ecstatic. The
thought of Elsaar having to make this journey every time she had to
attend a Council meeting gave me a new appreciation for her
position.

We stopped at the base of a small cave
entrance. One of the guards, with a nod from Sergeant Rians, swam
into the opening. He was gone only a few minutes. “All clear,
Sergeant,” he said with a snappy salute. I still didn’t understand
how they were able to give such sharp movements under water.

Sergeant Rians turned to me. “Dreamer Aura,
this is where we must part. I trust you will find everything you
need within this cave. My men and I will stand guard here until we
are sure you have departed.”

“Thank you, Sergeant. You have been most
helpful to me. Please give Elsaar my thanks as well.”

He gave me another deep bow and I nodded.
Then, with only a little hesitation, I turned and made my way into
the rocky cavern. Although the passage was barely big enough for
one person to swim through, it was a short swim around a bend then
a sharp turn upwards. I burst through the surface and took my first
breath of fresh air in over a day. Admittedly, it was a bit hard to
breath this way though; like a fish out of water, so to speak.

I did my best to push myself up onto the
ledge near me. It only took me three tries before I flopped out
onto the ground. Mermaids were not graceful land creatures, so I
was glad there was no one there to see me floundering and flapping
around on the rocks. I tried my best to calm my breathing so I
could concentrate on getting rid of my gills and tail. It took of
few minutes of lying there, sprawled on the ground before I
recovered enough to attempt it. Just like I had with the dress, I
found the silver thread and pulled, unraveling the dream tapestry I
had woven to create this form. Immediately a rush of air filled my
lungs as I sputtered and coughed out the salty ocean water. Even
more than before, I gained a new respect for anyone that had to
make this transformation at regular intervals. I doubted I would
ever get the taste of salt out of my mouth.

After resting a bit, I propped myself up on
my elbows and looked around. There wasn’t much see; a few light
orbs and a wardrobe against the wall. Another few moments and I
felt well enough to imagine up a traveling outfit. By now I was
worn out and didn’t feel like going anywhere, but, you’ve got to do
what you’ve got to do sometimes. I stood and tried to connect with
Ina. There was no way out but through the water so she would have
to help me get to another region from here.

When at last I felt her presence, she seemed
very far away, more so than before. “Ina, where are you?”

I got flashes of another region I didn’t
recognize, so all I could think was that she was no longer in the
same region I was. Why would she have left without warning me?

More flashes now. A village on fire, dark
shadows running through the streets, terrified cries. It was
horrible. I was so shocked I lost the connection with her, and had
to struggle to regain it. Using every bit of strength I had left I
willed myself to be there, wherever there might be. I didn’t know
if it was at the beginning, the end, or the middle of that region,
but I had to get to those people. Those things were terrorizing and
killing wherever they went. A warm breeze drifted past my cheek and
I opened my eyes.

The trees were thick.
Through the darkness, I saw a worn path beneath my feet. I listened
intently for any sound, but only silence greeted me. Too much
silence, I decided. Even though this was a forest, there were no
crickets chirping or owls hooting. The breeze brushed my face
again, but the leaves made no sound. It was unnerving. I cast my
eyes around, searching for anything sinister that might be lurking.
There was nothing I could see, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t
something there. Moving was probably my best course of action, so I
took off at a quick pace in the direction my feet were pointed,
scanning the brush without tripping over rocks and tree roots.
Still there was no sound. My footfalls on the packed soil barely
made the lightest thump
thump as I trudged
along, unsure of where I was going.

A noise in the undergrowth startled me and I
froze. It had come from just behind me and to the left. I scanned
the area for anywhere I might be able to hide, but there was too
much overgrowth around the path to allow quick movement. With that
option off the table, I spun on my heel to face whatever was hiding
in the shadows.

“Who’s there?” I asked in the most commanding
voice I could muster. My insides felt like a giant knot surrounded
by pudding. No answer. Another rustle from the bushes and I took
off like a rocket down the path, running full tilt, unaware of the
thorny branches clawing at my arms. Behind me, I heard a
high-pitched howl from some unknown creature coming ever closer. I
kept running, yet the harder I tried the slower I seemed to go.

The sound was deafening in my ears now. I
felt the tears begin to flow down my cheeks. If only there were
wings on my feet I could leave this thing far behind…

Wings. I almost stopped running as the
thought hit me. I willed myself to keep going. The pressure was
intense, my concentration scattered. I focused every bit of
strength I had and pushed with all my might. Brilliant white wings
sprung from my shoulder blades and I lifted off into the sky, shot
like a bullet from a gun. Still the tears came, but now with
laughter, with relief. I had made it. I was free.

I searched the ground below
me for somewhere to land. A few miles to the North, the forest
cleared and turned into lush green valley. I chose a soft spot on
the top of a knoll to land, but realized that getting my feet back
on the ground would be trickier than getting them up in the air. I
circled the spot, gradually slowing myself for fear I might fall
like a rock out of the sky. I started feeling dizzy after a few
loops, so I dropped my speed more quickly. The ground was coming up
far too fast, I realized as I careened downward. Flying was nothing
like walking, or swimming for that matter.

“Whoa, whoa, whoooooaaaaaa!” I yelled as my
soles skidded in the grass. I felt the heel of my boot strike a
rock and I went tumbling end over end down the small slope. When I
finally stopped, I couldn’t move so much as a finger. Everything
hurt. I made a miserable bird.

As I lay still, I watched the stars twinkling
in the night sky. The ever so dim glow on the Eastern horizon told
me that morning was near. I thought of closing my eyes for a few
moments, but the memory of that creature’s wail stuck in my head
and refused to let me rest. So, I stayed there, watching the
unfamiliar constellations grow fainter in the lightening sky.

The sunrise was spectacular. Marvelous shades
of indigo, crimson, tangerine, and goldenrod washed over me and
turned the world into a magnificent rainbow of life. More than
ever, I was glad to be alive, glad to have this one moment.

The sound of a bell rustled me out of my
Zen-like state. The clang-clang of a church bell was faint, but I
still heard it. A bell meant people. People meant that maybe I
wasn’t too late.

With a groan, I got to my feet. I tested out
my wings, and then thought better of making another crash landing
in the middle of a crowd of people. I gave that ever-present silver
thread a tug and my wings dissolved in a flurry of feathers. I
could heal up whenever I got where I was going, but until then I
would have to stay a scratched up, bruised up mess.

My body protested with every step I took.
When my heel had caught on the rock, my right ankle had twisted and
was now pulsing with pain. Still, I pushed on in the direction of
the ringing and hoped I would see civilization before the sound
disappeared.

I came to the top of another hill and felt
immediately better. Below me, less than a mile away, lay a village.
A giant wall surrounded it like a fortress. A well-worn road wound
up to it, stopping at the iron fortified gates leading into the
town. I wondered if this was the same road I had been on earlier,
before my ill-fated, but no less lifesaving flight. Who knows how
long it would have taken me to walk here, without the inconvenience
of the mysterious thing chasing me.

I hobbled the rest of the way feeling a bit
lighter now that I could see my immediate destination. As yet, the
gates weren’t open, but the sun had only risen a short time ago. I
limped along as quickly as I could. After what seemed like forever,
I reached the town gate. Within the large door was a smaller one,
made for a single person to walk through. A tiny barred window and
an iron knocker were the only adornments on it. I reached up with a
dirty hand and rapped as loudly as I could.

With a squeak, the metal plate pulled away
from the window and two beady eyes stared out at me. “Please, let
me in. I need to find my friends…” the words sounded garbled coming
from my mouth, but I couldn’t fight it any longer. Like a warm
blanket, my vision closed in around me until all that remained was
the tiniest pinprick of light. Finally, even that was gone.

 


“Wish you could have been there today…”
Stephen’s voice had a far-off, echoing sound. “The deal couldn’t
have gone smoother…” he started fading away. “Be so excited… know
it… good news soon…I hope…” I tried to hang on to his words, but
the more I tried, the faster they slipped away. I vanished back
into the darkness.


 Chapter
Twenty

Potions and
Butterflies

A bird chirped away happily in the tree
outside my window. My eyes opened and I could see the fading rays
of day painting the sky with its soft beams.

In my time here I have learned to never wake
up quickly. There tended to be painful consequences. But, oddly, I
felt no pain at all. All I had moved was my eyes, so I tested the
waters by lifting a finger. Literally.

I turned my head, lifted my hand, then my
arm, squirmed my shoulders into the pillow I was laying on, and
still, nothing hurt. I clearly remembered my graceless landing, and
moved my foot around to check for the sprain. Nothing again. I
reached up to my face and where there had been scratches and cuts
was only smooth skin. Even the place where I had sprouted wings
felt normal. No, better than normal. My entire body felt fabulous.
I sat up.

“Huh,” I said as I looked myself over, “why
can’t it always be that painless?”

“I’m glad you find the results satisfactory.”
The woman’s voice nearly made me jump out of my skin. “You were in
quite the state when they brought you to me. I was more than glad
to help, of course. Would you care for something to eat?”

“Would I!” I exclaimed, and then coughed
politely, remembering my manners. “Yes please. I’d be very
grateful.”

Apparently, I had startled her with my
outburst, but the look on her face quickly faded to a mirthful
smile and she chuckled at me. “You might not be so anxious once you
taste my cooking.” She stood from her chair in the corner and
opened a wooden door leading from the small room into a hallway.
The scent of stew caressed my sinuses and my mouth began watering.
The woman wheeled in a small cart with a washbasin, a pitcher of
water, and a towel on the bottom tier. A heaping bowl of meat,
carrot, and potato stew with a cup of water sat on the top
tier.

“You must be an angel…” I mumbled under my
breath, entranced by the approaching food.

She giggled again. “No, I’m just a healer. My
name is Genelle Inaz.” She put a tray on my lap and set the bowl of
stew on it.

I immediately dug in. The first bite melted
on my tongue in a buttery warmth of gravy and carrot. I rolled my
eyes and moaned with pleasure. Maybe it was the fact that I’d eaten
nothing but strange sea fruit the last two days, or maybe it was
just that good, I wasn’t sure. The only thing I knew was that I was
hungry and the stew was not fish.

Genelle said nothing while I wolfed down my
meal. When I was about halfway finished, I decided I had better
slow down. I set down the spoon on the tray and reached for the cup
of water. Taking a deep draught from the cup, I swallowed and
smiled happily. “This is fantastic. You really underrate yourself
as a cook.”

“You must have been through quite the
ordeal,” she said from the dressing table as she set up the
washbasin.

“My entire existence here is an ordeal,” I
chuckled and took another drink. “Thank you for everything you’ve
done. I will make sure you’re well compensated for your
efforts.”

She cocked her head to the side and her
short, tousled brown hair fell into her eyes. “Compensated?
Heavens, I hadn’t even thought about that. We all do our part in
this place, so there isn’t a need for money. The people provide me
with food and things I need, and I provide them with my healing
services. It works out nicely and everyone is quite happy.”

“Werw…” I sputtered through a mouthful of
stew, almost choked, and then recovered after swallowing. “Well,
isn’t there something you want or need? For yourself? For the town?
Anything at all?” I refilled the spoon and brought it to my lips,
waiting for her reply.

She sighed. “I’m afraid the only thing this
town needs is something a bit beyond our reach, or the reach of
anyone we can think of.”

That sounded like a challenge to me. “What
might that be?”

“You’ve seen the wall that surrounds this
town, correct?” She asked as she poured water from the pitcher into
the basin.

“Mmmm,” I mumbled through the stew.

“It’s a fairly recent addition,” Genelle
continued. “Up until a few years ago we didn’t need anything like
that. Now, well, now everyone keeps their doors and windows barred
at night.

“At first we thought it was a wild animal
taking the occasional cow or sheep. Some of the men formed a
hunting party but came back empty-handed. When the first child went
missing…” Her words trailed off and I could hear her choke back
tears, “We knew it was something else. So we built the wall.”

The stew went stale in my mouth. I swallowed
it as best I could and washed it down with water. I put the spoon
next to the bowl and pushed it away. My hunger evaporated. “How
many?” I asked, my voice etched with ice.

Genelle sniffled. “Nine, as of yesterday
morning.”

I closed my eyes. Nine children, ripped from
their homes. “Does anyone know what’s been causing it?”

She shook her head. “The only clue we have is
what we hear the night before one is taken.” I felt my blood run
cold with dread. “A loud, piercing sound comes from the forest.
Even the memory of it stands my hair on end.”

“And you’ve heard it nine times, once before
each child disappeared?”

At this, she looked me in the eye, but I
couldn’t read what was behind her stare. “No. I’ve heard it ten.
Just before you arrived, it pierced the darkness and every mother
and father in town clutched at their children in fear.”

I gulped. I got the faintest inkling that
there were suspicions about my involvement in this tragedy. “You
don’t think that I have anything to do with it, do you?”

“I don’t know,” she said calmly. “It isn’t my
job to pass judgment. The elders will want to speak with you, now
that you’re better. I’ve filled the basin here and left you a towel
if you would like to wash up.” She opened the door and went to
leave, but turned as though she’d forgotten something. “Beg pardon,
miss, but I didn’t get your name.”

“Aura,” my mouth was dry as a bone, “Aura
Mayville.”

 


The streets were deserted as she escorted me
to the Hall of Elders that evening. It was apparent that Ina,
Dedric, and Gabrien were not here as I thought. For a second time I
was on my own facing charges I had nothing to do with. What I
wouldn’t have given for a kind smile as I entered the Hall. All
that met me were cold, fearful stares of conviction. This must have
been what those poor people felt like at the Salem Witch
Trials.

Genelle directed me to a seat surrounded by a
crescent-shaped table. The people of the town sat to my back. In
front of me were who, I could only presume, were the Elders. They
said nothing for several minutes. The Elders stared at me. I wasn’t
sure if this was procedure or a tactic done to set the defendant on
edge. I thought of my little light show at the castle my first
night in the realm and felt a fit of inappropriate laughter coming
on. I squelched it, but couldn’t help thinking how silly something
like that would seem in a situation like this. In my head I could
hear shouts of “Burn her! Burn the witch!” which made it even
harder to keep a straight face. What was wrong with me? This was
not the time to be funny. These people could toss my carcass over
the wall and not give it another thought. But then again, now I
knew how to fly. It was the landing that gave me troubles.

“Where are the children?” Demanded a
fierce-looking old man from the center of the table. A deep green
robe hung on him, showing his bony shoulders through the
material.

I blinked, startled out of my comedic
reverie. “I don’t know. Perhaps a nightmare beast took them.” I
slapped my hands over my mouth, appalled by what I had just said.
The crowd behind me went wild with whispers as I tried to figure
out why I would say such a horrible thing to complete
strangers.

“And what do you know of nightmare beasts?”
roared the same Elder.

“I know them well enough to fight and defeat
them.” Again, I clapped my hand over my uncooperative lips. This
was something I should never say to anyone, least of all strangers.
If they found out who I was…

“Who are you really?” Croaked the ancient and
gnarled man to the right of the first.

“I’m a Dreamer of course.” Now I had done it.
A stunned silence took the place of the whispers. Why would I say
all these things? It was like someone had given me a truth serum
or…

I nearly smacked myself again. How could I
have been so stupid? It had to have been the stew Genelle had given
me. It was the kind of thing you only saw in spy movies. How could
I possibly have been prepared for that? It was no wonder I felt so
funny. She drugged me. A healer indeed. Of course, I could
understand why they’d have cause to do such a thing, but was
secretly poisoning my food the best course of action? The sour look
on my face grew deeper as I watched the already wan faces of the
Elders pale further when they realized the implications of what
they had done. I said nothing more; just let them chew on their
fears for a while. I would never really do anything in reprisal, of
course. It seemed punishment enough to let them think I might.

The Elder in the center of the table stood,
but his demeanor had lost its menace this time. “On behalf of
myself, the Elders, and this town, I offer you my most humble
apology, Dreamer. We beseech you to assist us in our crisis.”

I sighed and rubbed my temples. I could stay
and help them, but what of Ina and the others? The visions I had
seen of that village in flames, I knew I must have been too late to
stop that, but maybe I could still do some good there. Also, the
thought of going after the thing that had chased me down in the
forest was not at all appealing to me, especially without my
retinue of bodyguards.

“I need some time to decide,” I said at last.
“There are people I am trying to find, and without them I may not
be able to help you. Let me contact them. I will give you my answer
when I have done so.”

Standing, I didn’t wait for their reply. They
had no choice but to allow me to do as I would. I felt badly for
it, especially because there were children involved, but there
might not be anything I could do for them.

I had nowhere else to go, so I made my way
back to the Healer’s apartments. Genelle was still at the meeting
hall so I wouldn’t be disturbed. I went to the room I woke up in,
shut the door, and laid back on the bed. With my eyes closed, I
reached out to Ina, hoping my thoughts found her and the others
safe.

She sounded panicked. “Where are you? We
received word that you had gone from Eislin but I heard nothing
from you.”

“What do you mean? I contacted you just
before I left to say I was ready. I saw fires and screaming people,
what happened?”

There was nothing for a moment. “I’m not sure
what you saw, but that was nothing we’ve seen. We docked in Kilain
shortly after our first contact and everything’s been fine. What
did you see?”

I called up the memories of the message I had
received from her. I was no longer worried about the burning
village, but I was very concerned over where those images had come
from. If that hadn’t been Ina, who was it?

I gave her a run down of what had happened
since my arrival: the beast, the wings, the healer with her truth
serum, and the townspeople’s knowledge of whom I really was. I had
no idea which region I was in; I hadn’t even thought to ask.

“We’re on our way right now,” she told
me.

“No! You have to wait until morning. This
creature is most active at night. Since we don’t know what it is, I
will not put the three of you in danger just to have you here a few
hours earlier.”

“You’re sure it’s a nightmare beast?”

“I can’t be completely sure until I meet it,
but I think so, yes.”

“Promise me you won’t do anything without
us.”

“That’s exactly why I’ve contacted you. That
thing was on my heels once before. I don’t care to face it alone
again. I give you my word that I’ll wait for you unless I am
attacked.”

“I hope that will not be the case.”

“Me too.”

 


 


The next day dragged by. I had told the
Elders that morning that my companions were on their way. Since
they couldn’t grow wings and fly (at least, not that I was aware
of), I had no way of knowing how long it would take them to reach
me. Thankfully, the night had been uneventful, with no sounds from
the forest and no missing children. There was that to be glad for.
I wandered around the town during the day, browsing from shop to
shop, dispersing people wherever I went. Everyone here was afraid
of me, thinking I might do something to get back at them for their
trickery. I tried to assuage their fears with smiles and polite
waves. They seemed to back away even quicker for my attention.
Eventually I gave up and ignored everyone. You can’t change
someone's mind if they do not intend to be swayed.
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