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Certified 100% vampire-and-werewolf-free. No elves, faeries, dragons or wizards. Not even any zombies. Anywhere.
No, really – there aren’t.
“Who is he?” The man sitting alone at the end of the long table tapped its highly-polished surface with short neat fingernails. “You have a name?”
“His name is Ricky.” The room’s only other occupant was pacing the floor. His whole appearance suggested an extrovert character, from the long multi-coloured hair down to the scruffy boots – a direct contrast to the other man’s formal attire. “He’s already strong. Stronger than he realises.”
“Then he’s a danger, Calith. Do you accept that responsibility?”
Calith, the younger by at least two decades, was silent for a moment. “If needs be, yes,” he said finally. “He has a feel for the power; a natural instinct. He’ll learn.”
“You play with fire. Though I don’t know why that surprises me anymore.” The man sighed. “You’re sure?”
Calith nodded as he paused on the other side of the table. He bit his lip. “Let me talk to him.”
“No. You may watch – but no more than that.”
“Vayan, it’s too late for watching! It’s time for action.”
“I said no.” The man stood up to leave, picking up thin leather gloves from the table. “Now for once in your life, do as you’re told.”
She left the car unlocked. Ricky watched from the bench outside the corner shop, as the woman scrambled out of the red Fiesta, slammed the car door and ran into the supermarket without a backward glance.
He was up in an instant, casually strolling past the glass door and glancing inside. The woman was down the far aisle, by the chilled cabinet with a packet of bacon in her hand. She seemed to be examining it closely.
Silly cow. Why didn’t she lock the car? It was like hanging a sign over it saying steal me. He looked up and down the street. Same old houses, same old curtains twitching; same old bats thinking if he’d skipped college yet again, he’d be headed for a life of crime. He could almost hear them telling his mum, casually mentioning how they’d seen young Richard hanging around in that scruffy leather jacket – had the tech college really broken up for the summer so soon? But what did you expect when the poor boy had lost his father so recently?
Once he’d made up his mind, Ricky had the car door open and was inside before he had chance to lose his nerve. The keys were dangling from the ignition, calling out to him. This was easy. Too tall for the driving position, he reached under the seat with one hand, jerking it back as he turned the key. The door of the shop didn’t even open as he put the car into gear and let the clutch up.
Three driving lessons and already he was a pro – down through the village and out onto the by-pass with barely a hiccup. He wondered how long it would be before the woman noticed her car was missing and called the police – time enough for him to run out to town and then abandon the thing in a car park. It served her right for not locking the doors. He smiled; it beat the hell out of another afternoon in the college lab. What good was science anyway, when it just got you blown up in some foreign desert?
Ricky took the next exit off the by-pass and headed towards the town centre. It was a wide road – one of those annoying dual carriageways that should be de-restricted but had a speed limit just to ensure that the traffic police hit their targets. He slowed a little; there was no sense in getting points on a licence he didn’t yet have.
As he took his foot off the brake, he caught sight of the blue flashing light in the rear-view mirror. He scowled; if he got done for joyriding now, it would blow his chances of an army career. Not that he liked the idea of the army much anyway – it was more his mother’s dream of him following in his father’s footsteps. Bitter memories came flooding back and for a second he lost concentration, the scrape of metal against metal jolting him back to the present. This was it – he had no choice now – and he put his foot down, hearing the whine of the engine trying to keep pace with his demands. The police car was behind him, flashing messages to him to stop, probably thinking he was drunk. Drunk would be good right now, but unfortunately he’d never been more sober.
The blue light filled his whole rear field of view. In the outside lane, he couldn’t have pulled in if he’d wanted to, not with another car on the inside, so he stuck his foot down instead, but the other car matched his speed. Then the sirens started behind him and he lost what little concentration he had left. Up ahead there were traffic lights at the junction with the High Street, maybe half a dozen cars queuing and he knew he should be slowing, braking, but he couldn’t. His foot seemed glued to the accelerator and the world was flashing blue at him, screaming in his ears.
Instinct took over and he jammed his right foot down hard on the brake, wincing as the screech of tyres harmonised with the wail of the sirens. The car was skidding and he had no idea how to control it as it rebounded from the central reservation into the car next to him, the impact throwing him sideways. Then he hit the car in front, and for a second the world froze—
And stayed frozen. Although his breath was coming in deep shuddering gasps, it was all he could hear apart from his own heartbeat thudding in his ears. The rest was silence.
He lifted his head from the steering wheel. So this was death was it? Looking through the windscreen he could see that the other cars were immobile, the traffic lights stuck on orange, and pedestrians like waxworks on the pavement. Why wasn’t anything moving? He swallowed hard. He didn’t feel dead. On the contrary, he had the beginnings of what promised to be a stinker of a headache. So if he wasn’t dead, he had to be unconscious and dreaming. And anything was possible in dreamspace.
Ricky opened the car door carefully, grateful for the squeak of the hinges. He could still hear his heartbeat as he swung his legs out and sat there for a few seconds, trainers scuffing the tarmac while he waited for the dream to change or end. It didn’t, so he stood up, looking for signs of life and a feather caught his eye, suspended in mid-air. He reached out and closed his fist over it, feeling it soft against his palm; when he let go, it fluttered silently to the ground.
Ricky fought down panic. This was a freaky dream.
It isn’t a dream, idiot.
Someone had spoken. Ricky spun round, but there was no sign of anyone and it took another moment before he spotted a figure dressed in black and moving cautiously between the cars at the far end of the High Street. Was this the voice’s owner? Too far away, surely?
No! The voice sounded frustrated and distant, but he recognised it now. It was the voice from the dreams – the boy with the wild hair and temper to match. What was his name? And where was he, anyway?
I’m Calith. Can we save the rest of the introductions until later? Believe me, you do not want to meet these guys.
Ricky saw there were now two figures moving towards him and too late he realised what a target he made in the open road. Too late, because even as he moved towards the back of the car, something whizzed past his ear, bouncing off the car with a metallic ping. They’d tried to shoot him—
Ricky, don’t panic. It’s just—
Shut up! Get out of my head! He was thinking to himself more than anything, and was surprised when it got a reaction.
I’d love to, but right now I’m trying to help you.
This was getting way too weird. Out in the middle of the junction with no cover, he wrenched the rear door of the car open and dropped behind it. Through the window he could see the object on the tarmac – a tiny steel dart no more than an inch long and fletched with a hint of yellow – lying innocently across the white line. He didn’t know what it was, but it didn’t look friendly, and he had no desire to investigate further.
The two people were closer now and Ricky could make them out more clearly. Both young men strikingly similar in appearance, they were dressed in black with dark hair and they were crossing the tarmac with a depressing persistence, like something out of a very low budget science-fiction film.
If he stayed put, he’d get shot – that much was obvious – so he twisted on one foot to see what cover he could find in the other direction. His heart missed a beat when he saw two identical figures converging on him, and he realised he was trapped. Ricky shook his head. The whole thing was ridiculous – this had to be just another incredibly realistic dream. The air was so humid and heavy that everything seemed unreal. He closed his eyes, willing the visions to disappear.
This is no dream, Ricky.
No! I don’t want this. Another dart shook him out of his immobility. Embedding itself in the cloth-covered interior of the car door, it proved that the second pair was within range, and Ricky only saw one course of action available to him. Diving across the back seat of the car, he crouched in the well behind the passenger seat and fumbled for the door handle on the other side, trying to fool the strangers into thinking he was hiding. Giving both pairs enough time to commit themselves to the offside of the car, he threw his weight forwards and half fell out of the other rear door, rolling and coming to his feet in a split-second. Then he was off at a sprint for the safety of the High Street, dodging between the cars for cover. With no thought for the overall weirdness of the situation anymore, he was more concerned with survival now, but he wasn’t a fool. With everywhere seemingly frozen in time, his four assailants were not in any hurry to complete their work. They had – probably quite literally – all the time in the world to catch him, and he couldn’t outrun them forever. No, the only way he was going to escape this was to take them out before they got to him, but four of them? Armed?
Why couldn’t he wake up from this nightmare?
A shout from behind made him stop, using a shop doorway for cover. Running wasn’t going to achieve anything. Then he remembered the town’s one department store. Perhaps he could shake them off in there and buy himself time to find some kind of weapon.
It won’t work, Ricky. Why won’t you listen to me?
He blanked the voice off, mentally pushing it to one side. He had enough to worry about without listening to dream-people in his head. Breathing quickly, he zig-zagged across the street and dived through the double doors; from behind the safety of reinforced glass, he could see the four figures standing motionless at the end of the street, black silhouettes against the early afternoon sun. They appeared to be deep in conversation, but then one broke away and pointed to the side of the building. Two of them jogged off in the direction indicated and the first pair moved purposefully towards the glass doors. Ricky considered bolting them, but he didn’t have time for all five, so instead he fled over to the stationary escalator, dodging display rails and shoppers as he ran. Flesh brushed against flesh as he squeezed past a middle-aged man on the step, and he shuddered at the clammy feel and wondered if he was still breathing. But there wasn’t time to investigate, not if he wanted to keep the small lead he had and he took the stairs two at a time. With the main doors and presumably the side entrance covered, he wondered if the fire-escape would fool them.
At the top of the escalator, he hesitated, scanning the departments for ideas before his eyes came to rest on a sports display. Wrestling a golf club free, he swung it experimentally, pleased with the solid weight in his hands. Just the feel of it gave him back some of his confidence. What happened if you died in a dream? Did you just never wake up again?
Dead is dead, Ricky. However you look at it.
Oh, you’re still there then? Schizophrenia, it had to be. He was going mad.
Schizo-what?
Will you get out of my head? He crossed to the top of the escalator and positioned himself behind a large rack of kitchen equipment. Hearing the sounds of footsteps on the metal tread, he held the club in both hands and prepared himself to do battle. Then he dropped it in surprise, as an arm snaked around his neck.
Ricky gasped, coughing, and stepped backwards. As the pressure lessened, he dug one elbow back and then swung round sideways, throwing his opponent hard against the display. There was a satisfying crash and a grunt and Ricky was about to make a run for it, when he felt a sharp stab of pain. Startled, he reached up to his neck and pulled away one of the tiny darts, throwing it across the floor in revulsion. If this was a dream, then why did it hurt?
“Oh, give it up, Ricky. This is too much like hard work.”
How did they know his name? Ricky turned to see one of them on the top step of the escalator, another close behind him. This one appeared to be in charge.
“Watch him,” he ordered his colleague, as he crossed and knelt by the youth who had tried to choke Ricky. “You all right?”
“I think my arm’s broken.” He scrambled to his feet, holding his left elbow gingerly and glared at Ricky, who was standing motionless, all the fight gone out of him.
“Serves you right. Saxen wants him alive and unhurt, not half-choked.” The leader turned to Ricky. “I suggest you sit down. I’m not going to catch you when you fall.”
Ricky didn’t move for a moment, wondering how anyone could possibly have got to the first floor of the store before he had. His neck stung from the dart; he felt dizzy and he grabbed hold of the shelving to steady himself. By now, the fourth member of the group had appeared and all four stared at him before their leader came over and took his arm.
“Sit down, Ricky. It’s only a drug. Crude but effective and you didn’t exactly leave us with many options. You shouldn’t even be here.”
“Who are you?” Ricky tried to pull away, but couldn’t. His strength seemed to be disappearing and he was scared. There was a silence for a few seconds.
“Ach!” With his arm still bent at a peculiar angle, his assailant turned away. “Who cares what Saxen wants? This hurts. Finish this yourself, Shanna.”
The leader raised his eyebrows sardonically. “I’m sure I’ll manage. You still with us?” This last was directed at Ricky, who shook his head.
Shanna half-smiled. “Well, you’ve made an enemy of Teris.” He paused. “Come on, Ricky. Sit down.” He laughed at Ricky’s expression.
Where was the voice now he needed it? If this wasn’t a dream, then neither were the pictures he’d been seeing in his head for weeks now. And nor was he – the kid with the hair and attitude.
I’m still here. What’s happening?
I thought you knew, Ricky retorted, realising for the first time that this alter-ego wasn’t omniscient and appeared to be asking him for information.
I can’t …Sarcasm fading away into white noise.
What?
…eyes …
Whatever the connection was, he was losing it, along with the rest of his senses, which were blurring at the edges. The figures in front of him were distorting and he staggered backwards, crashing into a display case and landing in a shower of broken glass and china. For a moment he lay there and watched the fragments rain down around him in slow motion until darkness followed them and he went with it.
“Wake up.”
Ricky’s eyes snapped open, although he knew he hadn’t been asleep. Was it possible to sleep inside a dream, anyway? He sat up, taking in his surroundings as the man at the end of the small and sparsely-furnished room turned and strolled back across the stone floor with a fluid grace that didn’t match his stocky build. Not that Ricky was paying much attention to his body – he was more captivated by the man’s striking colouring, or rather lack of it. Not pure albino, his eyes were steel grey, but his skin was pale to the point of translucence and his short and spiky hair was white-blond. He could have been anywhere between thirty and sixty.
The man grinned at Ricky’s expression. “A little disorientated? Don’t worry; it will pass. Drugs have that effect – I’ve never liked using them. Whatever else he may lose, a man should always retain mastery of his own mind, don’t you think?”
“What?” Ricky blinked hard, wondering when he was going to wake up properly. “Where am I? Should I know you?”
“No, I doubt that. My name is Saxen.” He laughed. “But I know you very well, although there’s one thing I must ask you directly.” He held out his hand, showing Ricky a small silver coin between thumb and forefinger.
“It’s just a—”
“I know what it is,” he snapped, the mask slipping for a fraction of a second. “A Kelrinnan protection ward – and a very minor one at that – but still of sufficient power to render you immune to my summons. What I want to know is where you came by such a thing.”
“It’s a what?” He was starting to feel like Alice down the rabbit hole – how many more impossible things could he be expected to believe? The man was holding what to Ricky looked like an ordinary five pence piece.
Or was it? He stared hard at the coin and wondered if it really did have a pale blue glow around it, or whether it was just his imagination. But then the whole afternoon seemed like a chapter in somebody else’s story – somebody with a particularly warped sense of humour. Either that, or his drink had been spiked last night and he was still out of his head – talking of heads, at least the voice had gone now, if it had ever really been there.
Saxen had paced the tiny room again and swung round at the wall. “Whose protection are you under?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Ricky protested, trying to stand but finding himself pushed back down. Cracked leather was slick underneath sweat and he wondered how long he’d been asleep. There was nothing in the room to give him any sense of place or time and it was unnerving.
“I think you do. Someone gave you a ward and I want to know who it was.”
Ricky shook his head. Weren’t wards supposed to be in hospitals? He sat up again, humouring his captor who was holding out the coin to him.
“This is basic stuff, Ricky. Watch,” the man commanded as he closed his fist around it. The coin began to glow more brightly through the gaps between his fingers, before the light flared and died. The hand opened and two fingers spun the coin through the air to be caught deftly by Ricky. Even he could tell that it had changed somehow – become dull and lifeless – and he looked up as the man spoke again.
“I can destroy the ward that easily,” he said, “but I can’t bypass the protection it’s placed over your mind, not without destroying your mind just as effectively. And I wouldn’t do that to you. Not yet.” He paused. “But you will tell me yourself, I feel sure.”
Ricky was silent, not missing the thinly-veiled threat.
“Well?”
Ricky fingered the coin. “I don’t know.”
“Of course you do. Something as basic as that would certainly not have sufficient power to block your own thoughts. It’s only designed to stop me accessing them.” Saxen crossed to the bed in two strides. With a finger under Ricky’s chin, he lifted his head and stared through him, rather than at him.
Ricky shivered. Powerless to resist, he couldn’t tear his eyes away from the piercing gaze and he felt a feathery touch on his mind, light but probing. He tried to pull away, but the physical and mental grip tightened.
Be still. It won’t hurt.
Ricky tried to close his eyes, but he couldn’t even manage that. The voice in his mind was different from before, harsher and stronger as its physical owner held eye contact with him. This wasn’t one of the dream-people anymore.
Dream-people?
The man was teasing the edge of his mind, probing the memories and Ricky couldn’t help but recall the recent night visions, strange places and stranger people. And him – the dream boy. Calith.
Calith. As the name slipped through his conscious mind, Saxen recoiled, dropped the contact and stepped backwards. “Calith,” he repeated. “Ah. Now it all starts to make sense.”
“Calith?” Ricky was glad it was making sense to somebody. He knew the name and could even put a face to it, but no more than that. “You know him? He’s real?”
“Oh yes, he’s real.” He turned away. “Calith and I go back a long way.”
Ricky frowned. “They were dreams.”
“Does a dream explain that?” He indicated the coin that Ricky was still holding. “That’s Calith’s work, a pathetic attempt to stop me from learning of his involvement.” He smiled slightly. “He never could mind his own business.”
“Involvement in what?”
“Your dreams, Ricky.” He paused, seeing the look of total incomprehension. “I’ve no idea what Calith is up to – and you can tell him from me, by the way, that there will always be a place for him here. He’ll come home one day. I don’t know how much he’s said to you either, but he started all of this, not me.”
“He’s not said anything to me.” Except in his head – and that didn’t count, did it?
“Oh, he will.” The man sounded confident now from across the room, where he looked like he was pouring before-dinner drinks from a crystal decanter. “That’s another of his less-endearing qualities – he never shuts up once he gets going. Here,” he said, handing Ricky a glass of clear liquid. “Have a drink before you leave.”
“That’s it?” Ricky took a large swallow, thinking it was water, choked and spat most of it out. It tasted like neat alcohol. Saxen looked amused, but said nothing. “You’re going to let me go?” he asked after he’d got his breath back.
“Why shouldn’t I? Do you want to stay?” His voice was pleasant, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Ricky, when you come to me, it will be by your own choosing, I promise you that.” He crossed to the door and opened it, leaning out.
The dark-haired leader of Ricky’s abductors appeared, yawning. “You finished with him?”
The man nodded. “Take him home. And try not to damage anything,” he added. “I heard about what happened earlier.”
Shanna scowled. “Sorry. I should’ve stopped it sooner.”
“Teris will live with the inconvenience, I’m sure.”
Shanna nodded and gave Ricky a cursory glance as he crossed to the bed and crouched down. “Look at me, Ricky.”
“What?” Ricky tried to pull away, but Shanna grabbed his wrist.
“Keep still. This is a lot less messy than drugs.” He held Ricky’s chin with one hand, much the same way as the man had earlier, except that this time it wasn’t so much of a touch on his mind as a sledgehammer between the eyes. Someone switched the lights out and before Ricky had a chance to retaliate, he heard the sounds of horns blaring and engines revving—
Except this time he was on the outside. Leaning against a bus shelter, he could see the red Fiesta across the road; see the puzzled expressions as the police realised the car was empty.
He shivered, dropping a five pence piece into the gutter. Bending down, he picked it up carefully, turning it over in his palm.
What the hell was going on?
He’s too small for words to describe it. Picture-thoughts crowd his mind and he can’t separate them from reality. He knows he’s different, senses that he alone can see these things and he knows he can communicate this way, if only there was someone out there he could talk to.
And then one day, someone is.
Dreams, always dreams. Sitting on the window ledge and watching the colours tumble across the horizon, Calith wondered if anyone else in the castle dreamed as much as he did. Sometimes he had trouble separating dreams from reality, as if his whole life had been a product of someone else’s imagination. It was an odd thought, and one which led him to spend inordinate amounts of time just sitting here, playing with his memories and reaching out with his mind, trying to touch the edge of the world and beyond, locate the source of the unease that had shaped his life so far.
Calith couldn’t remember a time when he hadn’t been afraid. Varying degrees of fear, certainly, but it had always been there, eating away at his mind as far back as he could recall. He didn’t know just what it was he was scared of either, only that it came from within himself and it was linked to his past. And the past was something he would much rather forget.
He shifted position on the wide stone ledge of the window recess. Leaning against one wall, with his knees bent and his feet flat against the opposite wall of the alcove, he chewed a strand of hair and gazed across the landscape. From this high up in the castle tower, the view was spectacular; wide grassy plains, punctured here and there by rocky outcrops, led all the way to the boundary-seals in the distance. Even from here, he could manipulate the colours of the seals, make them change and dance in response to his thoughts. Manipulative, that’s what Karsh called him, Karsh and some of the others who didn’t approve of the way he behaved, the way he treated Vayan as an equal despite the difference in both years and station. But then Vayan had always respected Calith’s abilities, rather than mistrusted them: after all this time, most of them still didn’t trust him.
He was seventeen years old, at least he thought he was about that age, although he wasn’t exactly sure, and he’d been in Kelrinna about four years now, if years were how you counted time in this place. Yet it still didn’t feel like home – this strange and artificial world. He wondered if it ever would. Not that life before this place had exactly been perfect, but it was all he could remember with any clarity, although he could dimly recall a much earlier time when he’d had another name and another world. Ricky’s world.
Ricky. And there was another wedge they’d drive between him and the Alliance. Back to dreams again, but Ricky’s dreams this time and Calith knew he’d been dreaming about Kelrinna, sensed his presence sometimes in the castle and in his mind; but Ricky didn’t know what he was dreaming. Or the danger it could lead him into. And what was he supposed to do when Ricky was in danger? Leave him to it? Vayan knew he’d made the contact, so why the surprised denial?
“I distinctly recall telling you that contact was not an option at this stage,” the man had said to him, walking along the deserted beach earlier that day. Calith hadn’t bothered to comment, but kicked the dirty brown pebbles. It was an awful place but he came here a lot, liking the solitude and vast expanse of muddy sea. It was also one of the few places in Kelrinna where the view ran out before it got to the seals and there was a real horizon; maybe that was why he came here, to imagine that this world really did go on forever.
The wind blew his hair wildly and he pulled a strand from his mouth. Close to the water’s edge, you could see the artifice – the unreality of this place – no seaweed, not even a tide, just murky brown water lapping round his boots, wind-driven onto the pebbles. He’d often wondered why it wasn’t blue.
He turned his back on the sea. “I didn’t think—”
“That’s exactly the point, Calith. You didn’t think.” Vayan turned to face him, broad shoulders hunched inside a heavy coat. “You should try it sometime,” he added. “You might be surprised at the results.”
Hellfire, he could be pompous at times. Calith was about to reply when he thought better of it and shut his mouth. Bending down, he picked up a pebble and skimmed it inexpertly out across the water. “Look – a two.”
“Very good. Don’t change the subject.”
Calith sighed, tucking windswept hair behind one ear. “You knew what I was doing, Vayan,” he said, without looking at the man.
“After the event, yes. It’s called damage limitation.”
“Oh, and you didn’t know beforehand, right?”
“Calith, I don’t follow your every move. I’m not your keeper.”
“Then don’t act like it. I did what I thought was necessary. Ricky knows. I told you about the dreams, didn’t I?” He skimmed another pebble – a three this time. “And Saxen wants him …” He trailed off, uncertain now. Four years since Vayan had rescued him and it was still so damned hard.
“Like he did with you?” Vayan took the third pebble from his hand and skimmed a perfect five. “History repeating itself?”
“I don’t know.” He hesitated. “I can feel him, Vayan, but I don’t know what he wants.” Except that it wouldn’t be anything of which Vayan or the Alliance approved. Vayan was Saxen’s complete antithesis – dark hair and tawny skin contrasted with Saxen’s white-blond colouring. Vayan’s moustache against Saxen’s clean-shaven translucence. Opposites in every way. But colours were deceptive, as Calith had realised four years ago when Vayan had set foot in the other camp and brought Calith back. The Alliance against Saxen’s dark faction. Two opposing forces and Calith had been a part of both.
“It’s nothing to do with you. You made your choice, now let Ricky make his, if that’s what will happen.”
“And do you think Saxen will give him a choice? At least let me talk to him, Vayan. Explain things.” Be his friend. There was more than just Ricky’s feelings at stake here.
Vayan pursed his lips, shaking his head when Calith offered him another pebble. “No,” he said at last. “Not so soon after what’s happened.”
“So we just hand him to Saxen on a plate, do we?” Calith stormed off, but Vayan wasn’t about to let the matter rest as he followed him and grabbed his shoulder, spinning him round.
“I hope you treat Karsh with more respect!”
“What?” Calith shrugged him off. “Why?”
“Because he’ll be the one complaining. You know how he feels about you.”
“It’s mutual.”
“Yes – and neither of you make any secret of it, do you?”
“The man’s ego is matched only by his mouth!” Calith scowled, but he was resigned to the fact that he wasn’t going to win this round. You never could win with Vayan; the best you could generally hope for was agreement.
As is yours. The voice came silently into his mind, but Vayan’s tone was softer now and there was no anger.
Calith smiled slightly. And who was my teacher?
Guilty as charged.
Guilty indeed. Calith took a large swallow from the glass of red wine that was precariously balanced on the window ledge next to him. He was supposed to be teaching – some of the newer recruits that Vayan had passed over to him – but he wasn’t a teacher, he had neither the patience nor discipline to keep control of half a dozen bored and frankly inept men, most of whom were a good few years older than him, and so he’d come up to his room instead, by way of the kitchens where he’d persuaded one of the cooks to part with an entire flagon of strong wine. Calith grinned – now persuasion was something he was very good at. Not that charismatic was a word Karsh would use—
Karsh. As the name chased through his mind, so the presence attached to the man made itself felt elsewhere in the castle and moving in the general direction of Calith’s room. He could do without another run-in with the man right now, but Calith swung his legs over the window ledge and stood up, kicking the wine glass over as he did so.
The knock at his door came barely a fraction of a second before it swung inwards. Calith scowled. Trying to cover up the broken glass would only look worse.
Karsh was a big man – in stature and in bearing – and whereas Vayan could command an audience by voice and manner, Karsh relied on intimidation. And the more Calith refused to be bullied, the more the man threw his weight around.
“Hello, Calith.”
“Karsh,” he acknowledged warily.
“I’m surprised to find you in here.”
“Then why was this the first place you looked?” Hellfire, why did he always react this way?
“Drinking again, I see?”
Calith didn’t answer as it seemed fairly obvious. “Was there something you wanted?” he asked instead.
Karsh glanced around the room and Calith followed his gaze. Small and sparsely furnished, the tower room still managed to give off an aura of extreme chaos, with empty wine glasses littering the table, a random collection of pebbles squatting in the corner and a pile of dirty laundry in the middle of the floor.
“Feel free to clean up,” he couldn’t resist saying.
It got exactly the reaction he’d anticipated. “You live like a pig.” Karsh shook his head. “Still, what can we expect, given your upbringing?”
“Make your point, Karsh.” He was getting dangerously close to overreacting; he always did when Karsh wound him up this way and he wondered why he couldn’t seem to stop himself actively helping the man.
“Point?” Karsh laughed. “It’d be wasted on you, wouldn’t it, Calith? I came to find out why you’re not where you’re supposed to be.”
“With Vayan’s latest little band of protégés? Do me a favour.” There were a few people who lived their own lives elsewhere, but most of Kelrinna’s population – such as it was – lived here permanently. This small group that Vayan had delegated to Calith had come from Ricky’s world too – victims of a psychic experiment that had got out of control. The Alliance had brought them to Kelrinna but there was no going back for them. Not ever. Calith wondered whether what they thought they’d gained was worth the price they’d paid.
Karsh nodded. “Probably for the best. Never know what you might teach them, do we?”
“Do go on.” Calith was aware that he was gripping the edge of the table so hard that his knuckles were turning white.
“I’d hate to wake up one morning and find half of Venn outside.”
Calith was shaking now. “Get out,” he said quietly. He didn’t trust his voice not to betray the emotions that were bubbling close to the surface. Get the hell out of my room, Karsh.
Too close to the truth?
The question came sliding silently back into his mind. What could he say? Karsh was never going to believe he’d changed, that he’d left Venn and Saxen and everything they stood for and renounced his old life. Yes, he’d once had different allegiances and a different master, but he’d made the choice of his own free will. Were they never going to let him forget the past?
Karsh was watching him closely. Too closely and Calith had to force the fury out of his face, not wanting to let him see how much power he had.
If you doubt my integrity, Karsh, I suggest we take this up with Vayan right now.
You’ve manipulated him enough already.
“Who? Vayan?” Calith laughed out loud. The absurdity of it took the edge off his anger and gave him enough composure to shake his head. “Go away and annoy somebody else, Karsh. I’m not interested in your petty accusations. You were there when I joined the Alliance – you examined my motives in excruciating detail as I recall.” And having half a dozen grown men crowding into his mind, rooting through thirteen years of childish rubbish was not the most pleasant experience he’d ever had, but a prerequisite of them even having him in Kelrinna at all, given his background. When you’ve grown up with the enemy, it was hard to ever make friends elsewhere. Yet they’d accepted him, surely that counted for something?
Apparently not in Karsh’s eyes. “You might fool some of them, Calith, but not me. You’ll never belong here.”
Careful. The red mist was building again and he fought to control his temper. He turned, slowly and deliberately pouring a fresh glass of wine, and taking a long swallow. “All right, Karsh. You’ve said your piece,” he said quietly. “I know what you think of me. Do you think you could leave me alone now?” Then he returned to his place on the window ledge and refused to look at the man again, knowing that if he did, he really would say something he’d regret later.
He felt the man leave after a few moments, but didn’t watch him go.
It was the third night in a row that Ricky had spent the evening watching television without actually seeing any of the programmes. He’d even skived off college, passing the days in a blur and still trying to make sense of what had happened in the car that afternoon. The coin was constantly in his hand, but it was just a coin – what disturbed him was that he had ever thought it had been anything else. His mother had cast several puzzled glances his way over dinner earlier, and his kid sister Louise simply shook her head when she caught him gazing at the wall and asked him whether he’d been drinking too much again. Ricky wished he had – it might make the whole thing more believable – but he hadn’t touched a drop in the past few days, scared it might open up his mind too much to whatever was going on.
Because something was going on, he was sure of that much. The residual stiffness in his neck from when he’d crashed the car was a constant reminder that it hadn’t been a dream, that and the fact that he could still see the amazed look on the face of the police officer who’d pulled open the door of an empty car. It had made local headlines – Invisible Man Crashes Car – and he’d cut the newspaper item out, rereading it several times as if to convince himself that he wasn’t going completely mad.
The dreams themselves were more vivid than ever, but never the same. Each night he saw something different and ordinarily he would not have found anything unusual in this, as he’d always had vivid dreams, ever since he was small. But his recent night excursions were peopled with characters that were becoming increasingly familiar with time. And behind each dream, thinly veiled, was an undercurrent of tension and danger that both excited and unnerved him with its potency.
It took him a long time to fall asleep and he woke in a cold sweat some hours later, hands clutching at the air and the duvet on the floor. Half-awake, the images faded as rapidly as always and he lay motionless for a moment, desperately trying not to lose the detail. It was five o’clock. Two hours left of the night and Ricky padded over to the window. There was something on the edge of his consciousness, some nagging half-remembered fragment of the night that he couldn’t shake off and he lifted the edge of one curtain and stared outside into the monochrome greyness of the approaching dawn. This was getting silly; he was starting to feel like his life wasn’t his own anymore and he needed to get back into control – get back in the driving seat. He smiled at the unintended pun and sat down in the old and battered armchair under the window.
Picturing the boy – Calith? – in his mind wasn’t difficult. Much of his extrovert manner showed in the way he moved and spoke, never mind in his appearance, and the moment Ricky had the image steady in his mind, he began to see beyond it, picking up a location for his target.
There was a corridor, lit by flaming torches hung at intervals along the walls, the shadows in between competing for attention as they danced across the sandstone. Like the room he’d seen before, there were no windows here either and Ricky was beginning to find this disturbing, but almost as soon as he had taken in the surroundings, he became aware of the figure for a fraction of a second, as it halted in mid-stride, spun on one heel and glanced around with startled eyes.
Ricky? The voice was incredulous and Ricky felt the whole force of Calith’s mind swamp him. He pulled back, afraid of the power and felt Calith withdraw, evidently realising what he had done. But it was too late; Ricky had lost the contact and he sat up, opening his eyes and wondering what had just happened.
He wasn’t too surprised when a few moments later, Calith appeared in his bedroom – literally appeared; one second he wasn’t there and the next he just was, perched on the edge of Ricky’s table like he’d been there a thousand times before. Even as he appeared, he was tracing a path in the air with one finger as he jumped off the table and strode across the room.
“I can’t stay long. Vayan will have a fit if he even learns I’m here. Are you all right?” He put his hands on Ricky’s shoulders, eyes searching his face. “Ricky, I had to do it – when you were with Saxen. I’m sorry.”
“Do what?” Strangely enough, Ricky wasn’t particularly scared at the intrusion; somehow he sensed that the weird happenings of the past few days were connected and this was just the next in the sequence of events.
“Stop you from remembering too much about me. The ward – the coin – was designed to protect you from outside influence, but not from yourself. Ricky, he’d have ripped you apart, but you’d have given him the information – voluntarily at the end. No ward can protect you from your own mind.”
“But I did remember about you.” Ricky was confused now, trying to work out what on earth this strange youth with the intense eyes and multicoloured orange, blond and black hair was talking about. Ricky found the tortoiseshell hair fascinating – it didn’t look dyed and yet it couldn’t possibly be natural. “And who are you, anyway?”
Calith sat down on the edge of the bed, a slight figure, wearing an assortment of greens and browns and looking like he’d dressed in a hurry. He seemed young and yet spoke with a voice too old for his appearance. “I’m Calith. I thought we’d already been introduced. When Saxen had you taken to Venn.”
“Where?”
“Venn. When they took you from the shopping place?”
“That really was you in my head?”
“Yes, Ricky, it really was me. I shouldn’t have been there then and I so shouldn’t be here now, but you called me.”
“Did I?” Ricky supposed he had – wasn’t that what he’d intended a few minutes earlier? “I thought they were dreams. A room with no windows. And there was a beach.”
“The beach as well?” Calith seemed impressed. “Better than I had hoped,” he added, half to himself, before he patted the bed next to him. “Sit down, Ricky.”
“Yes, but who are you?” Ricky shook his head, the trance broken. “How did you get here?”
Calith pondered for a moment. “On balance, I guess the second question is easier to answer. I thought about you and then I followed my thoughts.”
“Could you be a little more specific?”
“You want a mathematics lesson in the middle of the night?” He hesitated. “All right. What do you know about dimensions?”
“What?”
“Dimensions, Ricky.” He picked up a piece of paper from the table. “Look – imagine you live on this piece of paper. How many dimensions does it have?”
“Well, two, I suppose.” Ricky yawned.
“Up-down and left-right,” he continued. “Two dimensions in the plane of the paper.” He reached across the table and picked up a large red six-sided dice. “Here’s a cube with three dimensions.”
Ricky yawned again. “I have to be up at seven.”
“Look at the clock.”
He glanced at the alarm clock by his bed and was surprised to see that it wasn’t working, the green digits unchanged from a few moments earlier. He jumped up and checked his watch – that too had stopped. “What the..?”
Calith shrugged. “You’ll get your sleep, Ricky, which is more than I’m going to get. Now, in your paper world,” he continued cheerfully, “arrives a cube, but you can’t see it as a cube – all you can see is the contact that it makes with your world.” He tossed the dice in the air a few times and threw it to Ricky, who caught it instinctively. Picking up the piece of paper, Calith folded it into quarters and tore off the inside corner, making a hole in the centre when the paper was opened out again.
He held it up. “Drop the dice through. There. What do the paper-people see?”
“I don’t know.”
“As far as they are concerned, they see a square appear in their world from nowhere – except that they wouldn’t know it was a square unless they walked all round it to see – they see this shape appear and then disappear just as mysteriously. And that’s how you see me.”
“What? As a square? I don’t see the connection.”
“Take it a stage further. I appear in your three-dimensional world, because I’m actually moving through another dimension.”
“Impressive. Do you walk on water for an encore?” Ricky scowled, feeling gullible. How stupid did this weird kid think he was?
Calith frowned. “Watch me.” He stood up and walked towards the wall. As he seemed about to hit it, Ricky bit back a laugh and swallowed it as Calith vanished completely. No smoke, fire or dramatics. He hadn’t even reached the wall to walk through it; he simply wasn’t there anymore.
“Convinced?” came a voice from behind and Ricky spun round to see Calith sitting on the chair arm again.
“I don’t—” He stopped, bewildered.
“Think of the dice and the paper, Ricky. It really isn’t difficult.”
“Are you for real?”
Calith laughed and held out his arm. “Touch me. I’m flesh and blood. As real as you are.”
Ricky closed his gaping mouth and reached for Calith’s arm tentatively, embarrassed at the physical contact. As his fingers brushed fabric, there was a sharp static electric shock, his senses whirled and he realised that he was a good few yards from where he had been standing.
Calith was breathing quickly. “Now, taking you with me – that is harder to do.”
“But you said they took me to somewhere-or-other?”
“Venn. Yes, but I expect they hijacked your own power. I didn’t.”
“What power?” Ricky sat down on the bed, gripping the duvet hard. “Can anyone do that?”
“Anyone like us, yes. With the right training and practice.” Calith paused. “But enough of this. Believe what I can do, Ricky, because that’s all I can tell you for now. Vayan will likely shoot me for just being here, and the Alliance will probably excommunicate me if I don’t turn up to their meeting about five minutes ago. And no, I may have stopped time here – well, not exactly stopped it, but the effect’s the same – but it doesn’t stop back in Kelrinna.”
“So who are you? And why are you here? What about the dreams?”
Calith stood. “Next time. Now do you still have the coin?”
Ricky picked up his jeans and rifled through the pockets, pulling out the coin after a search and handing it to Calith. As it touched Calith’s hand, it glowed briefly for a moment and Calith closed his palm around it, staring at his fist intently. After a few seconds, he opened his hand and returned the coin to Ricky.
“It needed recharging,” he explained. “Keep it with you at all times. I wouldn’t put it past Saxen to have another go.”
Ricky threw his jeans across the room to the chair and stood up. “What did happen to me? If I’m in some kind of danger, then tell me about it!”
Calith sighed. “I can’t, Ricky. I wish I could, but Vayan was pretty insistent. That’s what this meeting is about – I have to go. I’ve stayed too long as it is.”
“If you’ve stopped the clocks,” asked Ricky, “then surely it doesn’t matter how long you’re here.”
“Not to you, no,” Calith agreed. “But time doesn’t stop, Ricky. If it did, I’d never get any older. Take it from me that every minute I’m here is an extra minute for Vayan to discover I’m not there. No more questions, Ricky. I will answer them all, I promise, but not now.” He stepped away from the bed and traced a pattern in the air with one hand.
“Wait!” Ricky called. “Will I see you again? I need to know what’s—”
“Soon, I hope.” Calith nodded. Then the room darkened and when Ricky reached for the table lamp, Calith had gone. He yawned and picked up the piece of paper with the hole in it. Had some strange person really just materialised in his bedroom and given him a maths lesson? Or had he dreamed it and torn this paper himself? Perhaps the coin was just any old coin, picked up some electrostatic charge or something. But when he looked at it closely – when the light caught it at the right angle – he could see the pale blue aura around its edges and he knew it hadn’t been a dream at all.
Back in Kelrinna, Calith yawned expansively as he slipped into Vayan’s meeting in the man’s private chambers. He tried to hide it by keeping his mouth shut, and only succeeded in coughing and drawing even more attention to himself. Vayan hesitated fractionally in his speech and Calith didn’t need to look at him to feel the edge of disapproval. Hellfire, he couldn’t seem to do anything right these days. Mind you, it might help if he and Vayan actually agreed on what was right to start off with. Considering that the point of this meeting was to decide about Ricky, Calith knew that he would be in deep water if they found out about his visit.
Bored, he fidgeted in his seat and glanced round at the four men sat around the table. He could do without Vayan’s elite little get-togethers. Yet he complained often enough about the way the others treated him, so when Vayan had invited him to eat with them, Calith hadn’t really been able to decline the invitation. Uncomfortable in the only formal clothes he possessed, the collar of the shirt was making his neck itch and he longed to liven up the proceedings by dropping something controversial into the conversation.
“What do you think, Calith?”
“Sorry?” Calith masked the scowl, his face rigid as he tried to remember what they’d been discussing. If Vayan was trying to improve his social standing within the Alliance, he was going a funny way about it.
“I was wondering what your thoughts were on the matter,” said Vayan mildly, avoiding Calith’s eyes.
“I don’t think he has any, Vayan,” came another voice calmly. “I doubt Calith even knows what we’re talking about.”
“Thanks, Karsh,” said Calith furiously, glaring at the big man; sometimes it seemed that Karsh disagreed on principle with everything he said. “I can answer for myself, if you don’t mind?” He picked up the glass in front of him, took a defiant swallow and stared at Vayan. What are you trying to do to me?
We were discussing Ricky, said Vayan. Please pay attention – nobody’s forcing you to be here!
Calith didn’t reply. He took another sip of wine and cleared his throat. “You know what my feelings are on the subject,” he said after a moment. “I found Ricky. We’re much the same age. He’ll respond to me much better than anyone else.”
“Don’t you think you’re being just a little presumptuous, Calith?” asked another of the group calmly.
If it had been anyone else, Calith would have given him an acid reply, but Rennan was all right. Rennan never took sides, and he always kept well out of the way of any disagreements Calith and Karsh had. So he toned down his response as he turned around in his seat to face the man. “No, Rennan, I don’t,” he said. “I have as much right as the rest of you. I have the same training and I’m more than qualified to teach Ricky. And as I said, I believe I’m better suited than anyone else here for the job.”
“Fair enough.” Rennan shrugged. “I’m not arguing with you. I just want to be sure that we all know where we stand. Ricky is too valuable to make mistakes.”
“And too valuable for Calith to be involved.”
Calith was on his feet in seconds, voice low and dangerous. “And what do you think I’m going to do, Karsh? Just what are you accusing me of?”
“I’m not accusing anybody of anything,” replied Karsh smoothly, not moving from his seat. “But why the reaction? What are you hiding?”
Calith gritted his teeth, aware that Karsh was deliberately goading him. “I’ve nothing to hide. You should know my past better than anyone – you’ve made it your business to continually resurrect it!”
“Calith, that’s enough.” Vayan broke in. “I’m not going to let this degenerate into argument.” He paused. “Evison – perhaps you’d summarise for us?”
Calith sat down as the fourth man at the table began to speak. How was it that Karsh knew exactly how to wind him up? And every time he reacted, he was only playing into the man’s hands. But Ricky was his. He’d done all the work; the painstaking hours of searching the worlds, reading the dreams and finally pinpointing the one they wanted. And it hadn’t been as hard as he’d first envisaged, either. He’d been drawn to Ricky’s mind from the outset, almost as if they were meant to meet. And he was damned if he was going to let the likes of Karsh take it all away from him.
“We know Ricky can dream,” said Evison, breaking through Calith’s thoughts. “Not only is he an ideal candidate for the Alliance, but with the right training, we can use him to hold Saxen.”
“And that’s what it all comes down to, isn’t it?” said Calith, toying with the empty glass on the table. There was no trace of malice in his voice now – only a quiet resignation. “After all these years, you still don’t trust me where Saxen’s concerned, do you? And yet, I know him better than any of you, and I know how much he wants Ricky.”
“Precisely,” said Karsh. “And I’m sorry, Calith, but I just don’t believe you can ever be completely free of the man. He’s too much a part of what you are.”
Where was Vayan when Calith needed him? Calith looked across at the Alliance’s leader, but it didn’t look like the man had any intention of standing up for him this time. He had to fight this battle alone. “What do I have to do to prove myself to you, Karsh?”
“Nothing.” Karsh pursed his lips. “It’s not personal, Calith.”
“Isn’t it?” He tried so hard to keep his voice neutral. “Don’t you think I’m in a better position than any of you to judge the situation? I’ve seen Saxen’s methods. He’s shaped history by his actions – and I’ve seen it first-hand.” And been a part of it too, although that was more than he was prepared to admit out loud. At fourteen, he’d had no idea of what was going on and even when he’d left, it had only been because he knew it was wrong – he’d never known why, not for years after. But if Saxen was the black to Vayan’s white, then neither could exist without the other, which made the Alliance rather pointless in Calith’s opinion.
I really wish you’d concentrate, came Vayan’s voice in his mind. You’re not doing yourself any favours.
Oh shut up, Vayan, said Calith, unable to disguise the irritation. Either give me Ricky or don’t – but make your mind up. I’ve got better things to do than play word games with Karsh.
A little respect wouldn’t go amiss. Vayan paused. But I take your point and I will speak to Karsh. He cleared his throat. “Calith will have initial responsibility for Ricky, supervised directly by myself.”
Thank you. It’s nice to know somebody has faith in me.
Be quiet. “Does anyone have anything else to say?” He hesitated. “Ricky is important. But Saxen has as much right to him as we do and it’s therefore imperative that we gain his confidence as soon as possible. I think Calith is best placed to do that.”
“As you wish, Vayan.” Karsh gave in gracefully and Calith winced at the tone of his voice. He might be seen to acquiesce in front of the others, but Calith had no doubt about his real feelings.
But at least he seemed to have won a round. A minor victory, admittedly, but if Ricky was all he seemed, he could be Calith’s door to real acceptance in the Alliance. Which was all he’d ever really wanted.
It was a week later when Ricky saw Calith again. Appearing without warning one night, he didn’t apologise for the absence, but instead he sat down in Ricky’s armchair and began to play with some of the miniature figures on the table.
“Are you going to tell me what all this is about, then?” Ricky wondered why he’d come. After the last visit, the dreams had stopped and Ricky had just about decided that it had all been a period of temporary insanity brought on by stealing a car and then crashing it. It had been a better deterrent than anything the police could have come up with.
Calith looked up at him calmly. “No.”
“Oh.” Ricky didn’t know quite what to say. “Why not?”
“Because you’re too much of a risk at the moment. You don’t have the necessary means to protect yourself, never mind the rest of us.”
“So teach me.”
“I will, in time.” Calith paused. “But to teach you anything, you have to trust me first.” He picked over the assortment of half-painted figures and selected a wolf-man. Holding it up to the desk-light, he studied it carefully, before finding an identical partner on a scrap of newspaper and still wet with paint. “These are good.”
“It’s not easy.”
Calith sighed. “So don’t make it harder.”
“Maybe I don’t trust you.”
“Then don’t waste my time.” Calith stood up. “Make your mind up, Ricky. What do you want?”
“I want to know what’s happening,” replied Ricky. “I want to know who you are, Calith. I want to know what you are and I—”
“You don’t want much, do you?” Calith interrupted, but Ricky ignored him.
“And I want to know why,” he continued, “when I was kidnapped – for want of a better word – I was given a message for you.”
At this, Calith swung round, dropping the figures on the table. For once, he seemed surprised. “You were?”
Ricky nodded. “He said to tell you there would always be a place there for you.” He paused, leaning over and retrieving the figures. “He said he knew you’d go home one day.”
“He?” asked Calith. “Just who, exactly, is he?” His tone suggested that he knew precisely who Ricky was referring to.
“You tell me. A man, average height with a stocky build. Very blond – almost albino.”
“Ah.”
“So who is he, then? He said his name was Saxen.”
“Well, there you go.”
“No, I want a bit more than that. Who is he?”
Calith shook his head. “Stop it, Ricky. You don’t know what you’re talking about. I will tell you, but not tonight. Tonight there are more important things to do.”
“Such as?” He was immediately suspicious.
“Ricky, you must trust me.” Calith’s voice was softer now. “Tonight, I have to take you to meet the rest of the Alliance. No, don’t interrupt me,” he continued. “Vayan presides over the Alliance and this time I do actually have his authority to be here. However, in view of recent events, I’ve been asked to present you to the rest of them. Will you come?”
“Yes.” There had never been any real doubt in his mind.
“You’re sure?” Calith wasn’t taking any chances, but Ricky nodded. “Good. Now, remember the last time I came here? I took you across the room – the way I can travel – to prove to you I was real.”
“You’re going to show me how to do it?”
Calith laughed. “Not in the next few minutes, no. And the first thing you need to learn is patience. To take you through the Kelrinnan seals, you either have to know the path and the codes, or else I have to shield you.”
“Why?”
“Because you’d get lost between worlds and never find your way back again. That’s why they knocked you out when Saxen took you to Venn. I can do it that way if you want? No, I didn’t think so,” he added as Ricky shook his head. Then follow me, he said silently. Concentrate on my voice. Call it hypnosis, if you need a label.
The voice inside his head was weird, and Ricky wondered if all the people who’d done strange things – murdered their families? – and claimed they’d heard voices, had actually been telling the truth all along. What do I have to do? he asked.
Just stay with me and don’t freak out.
Ricky nodded mentally and didn’t move, not even when he felt what could almost be described as an electric shock as Calith gripped his shoulders and met his eyes.
All right. Look at me.
He couldn’t do much else. Ricky was conscious of the world around him blurring at the edges. On the periphery of his vision, he could see his curtains fading into mist, bedroom furniture greying and dissolving. When he tried to pull his gaze away from Calith’s, he found he couldn’t do it, couldn’t move at all and a sliver of panic began to creep in.
Ricky! Hold still.
He bit down on the rising terror. What if this was demonic possession? Maybe his mum would find him tomorrow morning, brain dead, lying on the floor unconscious. What if this was like dying? What if this was dying? Underneath the mass of vibrant hair, Calith’s eyes were strong and forceful, an unknown power connecting to something deep inside him and holding him fast. Unblinking, they held him trapped and he was drowning, fighting the tide that was pulling him under.
Hellfire, Ricky. Stop fighting me. There was a brief pause. Sorry about this.
Sorry about— Ricky didn’t even manage to finish the sentence as reality abruptly disintegrated.
Ricky? The voice was soft in his mind. Ricky, speak to me.
The world swam into focus, and he had to fight back the sudden urge to puke. He felt like he’d just dropped a few hundred storeys down a lift shaft. Am I alive?
I hope so.
He sat up. “Where are we?” He was relieved to find that he could still speak and move, and therefore in all probability he was still alive.
“My home,” said Calith shortly, seemingly reluctant to elaborate.
Ricky looked around the room, wondering how anyone could live in such complete disorder. He’d been lying on a narrow bed and he swung his legs over the edge, kicking the clothing out of the way before picking his way carefully across the grey slate floor, avoiding what looked suspiciously like shards of broken glass by one wall. Outside the deeply-recessed window was a curiously flat and two-dimensional landscape and he was about to comment when Calith interrupted.
“I’ll explain it to you sometime. Come on, Ricky. We have to go meet the others.”
Ricky followed him to the door, and nearly collided with him as Calith jumped back when the door swung open by itself. Outside were three men – two presumably guards, to judge by their identical dark blue uniforms and the formality of their stance just behind the third person.
“Calith. You’re back.”
“Of course.” Calith looked annoyed and Ricky wondered what exactly the relationship was here. The third man looked like he held a position of some authority; his very manner exuded confidence and control.
“I wasn’t checking up on you. Merely concerned for your well-being.” He stepped straight past Calith and held out a hand to Ricky. “You must be Ricky. Welcome to Kelrinna. I’m Vayan – I expect Calith’s told you all about me by now.”
Ricky shook his hand dumbly, still not sure of where he was. Had Calith really just brought him to another world? Was it possible? Yet he recognised this man from his dreams too, remembered the argument he’d witnessed one night. There were just too many coincidences for it not to be real.
“I see you’ve brought an entourage.” Calith broke the silence. “Were you expecting trouble?”
“Don’t be so touchy.”
Calith sighed. “Let’s get this over with.” He followed the older man out of the room, and Ricky was left to trail behind with the two guards bringing up the rear. Looking at the set of Calith’s shoulders, he wondered what the point of this excursion actually was and what would happen if he announced his desire to go home. Not that he could go home if he tried – it was about as possible as flying to the moon right now. If this place even had a moon.
Unless it was just a matter of waking up. Ricky squeezed his eyes shut and willed himself out of this dream, succeeding only in tripping over Calith’s heels and nearly falling over. Grazing his wrist on the stone wall of the corridor, the sting of pain and threads of blood were too sharp for dreams.
They were the same corridors he remembered, high ceilings and sandstone walls with flickering torches lighting the way and Ricky felt like he’d stepped into a live fantasy role-playing scenario, or the set of a lavish film with a big budget for the details. The air had a smoky, slightly oily smell to it from whatever the torches were burning. Even the acoustics were right – the clack of boots echoed upwards and Ricky’s bare feet were already cold on stone flags; it had never occurred to him to put on shoes or even socks before he’d let Calith do whatever it was he’d done to transport them here.
Down several flights of stairs, Vayan came to a set of double doors, outside of which stood another two guards, who opened the doors at their approach. Vayan strode through and they followed, Calith pausing just inside the doorway.
“A full turnout today?”
“Come on.” Vayan ignored the sarcasm as he led the way into the room. Yet again, the place struck chords in Ricky’s mind, but he was rapidly getting close to sensory overload. He watched as Vayan strode to the head of the table and indicated an empty chair to his right. Calith made as if to follow them then stopped, glaring at Vayan but Ricky didn’t know what had been said. That was going to be the obvious problem with this new kind of communication – you were only ever going to hear what was for your ears. And yet, he was sure Calith had listened in on his thoughts before.
Almost as if Calith had overheard him, came a voice in his mind. Sorry, Ricky. Looks like you have to do this on your own.
Do what?
Calith shrugged mentally. Ask Vayan.
Ricky rolled his eyes, wondering if Calith was always so evasive. He sat down in the chair offered to him and stared around the room anxiously, the same room he’d seen so many times before in his dreams. He remembered an argument – probably one of many – between Calith and Vayan, when they’d been discussing him. And now he was actually here, sitting at the polished table in the room with no windows with the dream-people. Except that they were real people now.
Calith was further down the table, a sullen look on his face and he wouldn’t meet Ricky’s eyes or mind. All around sat an assortment of mostly middle-aged men and women, and Ricky, in an old t-shirt and track-suit bottoms, felt like the hired entertainment at a costume banquet. Talk about under-dressed for the occasion.
A bit overwhelming?
An older voice – Vayan? Ricky turned to see the man smiling at him. He didn’t seem patronising, but then nothing was ever what it seemed in dreamworld. He thought of replying, but he wasn’t sure how much of a sense of humour was appropriate here in this sea of expectant faces. And anyway, he’d only spoken to Calith that way before and he didn’t know how to ensure his mind-voice reached only its intended recipient and not everyone within range.
“So, Ricky. Calith brought you here safely, I trust?”
“Yes.”
“And you are welcome.” Vayan hesitated. “Tell me, what did he say to you of this visit?”
Ricky glanced at Calith again, but his mouth was set as he picked at a fingernail. “Just that you wanted to meet me.”
“Nothing else?”
“No. Should he have done?”
Vayan shook his head. “No, that’s all right. I just wanted to establish how much he’d told you.”
Ricky, don’t mention Saxen. This was Calith now.
What? Why not? He could only hope it was for Calith alone he spoke, but the questions didn’t seem to register on anyone else’s face.
Because I shouldn’t have been involved. Vayan knows, but not the others.
Knows what? I don’t understand. Too late, Ricky realised that while Vayan might not have heard Calith’s request or the answer, it must have been obvious from the look in his eyes or his lack of attention to what Vayan was saying to him.
Calith stood up abruptly and walked out of the room – not quite slamming the door behind him.
“Sorry.” Vayan didn’t sound at all sorry. “I want to talk to you, Ricky – preferably without Calith pulling the strings.”
“What did you say to him?”
Vayan smiled slightly. “Nothing of any importance. Calith likes to make entrances and exits.” He changed tack. “He says you contacted him the other night?” Detached though he might be, the man did have the knack of making you feel like you were the only one in the room; despite the sea of faces, Ricky was losing the edge of nervousness and beginning to be curious about what this place was and who the people were.
He nodded. “It was me.”
“Good. All I wanted to do tonight was confirm that it was you who initiated the contact and not Calith. I have to be sure.” Vayan sat back in the chair. “All right Ricky. I’m going to explain some things to you and I want you to listen carefully.” He paused. “You’ve been having strange dreams – am I right?”
Ricky nodded. “But not for a while.”
“Well, as you’ve probably worked out by now, they weren’t dreams. You have a rare talent that enables you to tune in – for want of a better explanation – to other places. This room for instance.”
“Why here? I didn’t know this place existed.”
“Because of Calith’s intervention. He shouldn’t have done it, but as you’ve also probably gathered, Calith doesn’t pay much attention to what he should and shouldn’t do.” Vayan ran a hand through his dark hair. “Calith found you, but he’s gone too far without your knowledge, and so now I want to give you the chance to join us and learn to use your talents properly.”
“What about the other place? Calith’s home?” A murmur went round the table at that, and Ricky realised he’d said something contentious.
“Calith’s home is here now,” said Vayan firmly, daring anyone to argue. “Saxen and I – we’re two sides of the same coin and you’re free to join either of us. Or not at all. It’s your decision.”
“But what are you? What am I joining?”
“The Alliance. Those of us that have … influence. Saxen is the same – let’s just say that he and I put somewhat different interpretations on the word influence. Saxen’s idea of influence is running the show, whereas we believe in the freedom of choice. You could help us, Ricky. We can teach you to use your abilities – if you’ll let us.” Vayan paused. “You don’t have to make a decision now. You don’t have to decide at all.”
Ricky glanced around the room again, embarrassed by the eyes on him. He’d never enjoyed being the centre of attention, preferring anonymity at school and then college. But these people were offering him a different way of life. A chance to play a part in one of the dozens of fantasy books that filled his shelves at home. Good and evil; heaven and hell. It sounded like Conan on a cosmic scale.
But what was he thinking? This whole thing was pure fantasy anyway and it was way past time for a reality check. So everyone was watching him in a dream? So what? Might as well go with the flow.
He hesitated only momentarily. “I’m with you,” he said briefly.
“Are you sure?”
Did it matter? He could dream a different ending next time. He nodded.
Vayan stood up. “Witness?” he asked calmly.
“I witness.” A hand went up nearby and Ricky looked at its owner. He had short light brown hair and Ricky could see a hint of compassion in his eyes. Here was an ally if he ever needed one. But just what was being witnessed here? What had he agreed to?
“Thank you, Rennan,” said Vayan. “Then let it be recorded. Any objections?”
“You know my feelings.”
Another new voice. A big man with an air bordering on arrogance about him.
“Indeed I do, Karsh. Your objection is noted.”
Ah. Ricky glanced at the man, remembering the dream he’d had of the beach. So this was Karsh – the man with whom Calith had a running clash of personalities. He could see why.
There was silence for a moment. Vayan looked round the table. “Then the matter is sealed,” he said finally, and Ricky wondered what he had let himself in for. And was there any going back if he decided he didn’t like it? Could he dream a different ending even if it was real?
Vayan came back to the chair. “Thank you, Ricky. I’m sorry about all this, but we have to be sure. Now, I’ll have Calith take you home. He will explain things to you at a later date.” He seemed about to turn away, but then he spoke again as if it had only just occurred to him. “Ricky, are you happy with Calith?”
“What? Why?”
“Calith found you,” he explained. “It’s his right to teach you; besides which, you’re about the same age. But if you’d rather it was someone else? One of us?”
As if on cue, the door opened again and Calith stood in the open doorway, eyebrows raised as if daring Ricky to argue. Despite the wild hair and attitude, something silently screamed insecurity, and Ricky had a feeling that a rejection would mean a lot more to Calith than he could realise at this moment in time.
He didn’t answer, but stood up and followed Calith back out of the room. Outside, his new friend seemed to relent and he stopped in the small hallway, leaning against the wall with his hands in his pockets and one knee bent, boot scuffing the edge of a flagstone. In the dim flickering light, Ricky couldn’t make out the expression on his face.
“So,” said Calith at length. “What do you think?”
“About them?” He pointed back towards the room. “Drunk on their own self-importance?”
Calith grinned. “Come on, I’ll show you around.”
“You wanted to know about the windows,” said Calith matter-of-factly. “Or the lack of them, maybe?” Sitting cross-legged on a large flat boulder with his face into the wind, he looked exhilarated and alive. Today, he’d abandoned the muted greens and browns in favour of plain grey trousers and an outrageous orange shirt that clashed hideously with his hair. Ricky thought he looked as if he’d stepped right off the cover of a rock CD – Meatloaf perhaps, or something with Boris Vallejo artwork.
Ricky was sitting in a hollow in the pebbles on the beach, his back against a boulder. Even with a thick sheepskin-lined denim jacket, the breeze was sharp and cold and he couldn’t understand how Calith could sit up there for all the world as though he was sunbathing. For the past couple of weeks, they’d met up most evenings by Ricky’s time and Calith had been trying to teach him what appeared to be a heap of useless memory exercises and mental gymnastics. Ricky couldn’t see the point of much of it – he just wanted the sensation of crossing into another world and to explore the place when he got there.
“What about the windows?” he asked, without looking up from the piece of driftwood with which he was fiddling.
Calith didn’t appear to notice his mood. “They’re very much like this place,” he explained, waving a hand around to indicate the expanse of pebbles and dirty brown sea.
“You don’t say?”
“This,” Calith went on, oblivious to Ricky’s sarcasm, “is merely somebody’s attempt at creativity. Pretty pathetic, really, isn’t it? I keep meaning to get around to a few improvements.”
“Getting rid of the wind wouldn’t be a bad place to start,” said Ricky, interested despite himself. He tossed the piece of wood in the direction of the sea.
“Does it bother you? I find it quite refreshing.” Calith tucked a strand of hair behind one ear and shuffled forwards on the flat rock a little. “You see, there’s nothing really here at all. Well, there is – but it’s mostly illusion. A façade.”
“I don’t understand.”
“This place. The castle – the whole of Kelrinna, I guess – doesn’t exist in any real sense of the word. Not in three dimensions anyway. Remember the paper people?” Ricky nodded. “So fold the paper around on itself until the edges join up – they’d walk all round it without noticing, and end up where they started. This place is to your world what the folded paper would be to them.”
“But the view? It all looks real enough.” Ricky looked up, trying to understand what Calith evidently found so easy.
Calith laughed. “What the eye and the brain expect to be there. With a little modification. Personally, I like the view – especially here. You can see forever out here.”
“What about the mist?”
“Not here.” Calith shook his head. “That’s the seals – the edges of this world. That’s why I like it here; we’re far enough from the seals not to see them. Sometimes I can almost imagine that this place is real. And anyway,” he added, “you should be able to see more than mist now, if you’ve been practising what I’ve taught you.”
Ricky nodded. The first time he’d come to Kelrinna, he’d been unconscious –thanks to Calith’s last minute intervention – but on subsequent occasions it had been like walking for a few seconds through heavy fog; thick and cloying, it had dragged at him, tendrils clinging to his body as Calith had clung to his mind. But this most recent excursion had been subtly different and there was an edge to the mists now, a hint of colours and a promise of other worlds out there. Calith said he’d see more as he learned more – it was a matter of perception, rather than anything else.
“That’s why there aren’t many windows in the castle. When this world was first created, there was nothing much to look at and believe me, looking at nothing much can be pretty scary.”
Ricky pursed his lips. “So who made this place, then?” It was odd to think of a world being manufactured, but then no stranger than some of the new towns springing up around the country he supposed, come into being in an instant rather than grown, mutated and adapted over centuries to suit the needs of the occupants. So the inhabitants of Kelrinna had obviously made some efforts in design.
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