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Prologue


It was morning in Reverie,
which meant that night had just fallen back in the Waking World. All across the
land Dreamers were blinking into existence to play out their adventures, their
dreams, and for some, their Nightmares. 


In
most cases these moments passed largely ignored by the inhabitants of Reverie, who
tended to have much more important business to attend to than watching some
random Dreamer and whatever they’d temporarily brought with them. Still, now
and then one of the residents would find themselves with nothing better to do, and
end up as an uninvited observer of some sleeping soul’s personal fears. 


One
of those few, on the morning it all began, was a cheerful, although currently rather
tired, young Sornette called Ruffi. She was sat enjoying her breakfast. Drinking
a hot spiced tea with her fellow trader, a canny old-timer who went by the name
of Kippler. They had bumped into each other a couple of weeks ago and had
struck up an immediate accord, brought together by a shared interest in the
trading routes to and from the very westernmost fringes of Reverie. 


Although
the paths of their respective careers were as far apart as dawn and dusk, with Kippler
drawing close to retirement and Ruffi just setting out, their love of trade,
commerce, and the hunt for the elusive ultimate deal, had kept them talking
late into the evening. Just before midnight, they had parted with a promise to
meet again in the morning before they went their separate ways. 


Now
they were sat in companionable silence, the pleasure of their earlier conversation
temporarily interrupted by the equally enjoyable pleasures of good food and
drink. The morning sun was already far enough above the city walls to warm the
tables and chairs of the street-side café, making the whole experience an entirely
pleasant one. 


Unusually
for someone always keen to be on the move, for once Ruffi was happy to delay returning
to her barge, to the swell and sway of the Weave, and to the never-ending hunt
for the next big deal. 


She
took a sip of her tea, a richer spice than most tended to like, but one that
reminded her of travels to the western lands. Despite her initial distaste, she
had slowly and determinedly developed a liking for it, having decided that drinking
something a bit more exotic was a good way to appear well-travelled and
interesting. The spices still burned her throat, but it was a sensation that
she was used to now.


The
street was still relatively quiet, just a few traders, sailors and general
hangers-on making their way to and from the docks, so when a Dreamer appeared
with a gentle ‘pop’ at the far end of the road, there wasn’t much else around
to distract Ruffi’s attention. 


The Dreamer
who had just arrived was a youngish looking man, completely unaware of his
surroundings, as they always were. He had short, scruffy hair, a pleasant but rather
forgettable face, and was wearing round, wire-framed glasses which had slipped
half-way down his nose. He was dressed in a pair of striped pyjamas, which
looked like they were at least a size too small, with a good couple of inches
of skinny ankle protruding from the bottom of the trouser legs. 


About
a dozen metres behind him was a giant rubber duck, which had popped into existence
at about the same time, and which managed to look surprisingly sinister for
something so generally harmless. Despite an absence of legs, it was
determinedly pursuing the man, wobbling and bouncing unsteadily from side to
side, and giving a gentle squeak every time it rebounded off the cobbled path. 


This
rather awkward form of locomotion meant that, despite its best efforts, it was completely
failing in its attempts to close the gap between itself and the young Dreamer. Nevertheless,
he continued to shoot the occasional look of horror over his shoulder at the
strange Nightmare that had chosen to haunt his dreams. 


Ruffi
leant across and nudged Kippler gently in the arm, careful not to knock him
hard enough to spill his drink. 


“Wonder
whatever happened to make him so scared of rubber ducks?” she said with a grin.
It had been a while since a Dreamer and their Nightmare had really caught her
attention, but this one was sufficiently novel to at least provide some brief entertainment.



The
odd pairing had nearly reached the end of the street when things got even more
interesting. In fact, what happened next was so odd, so unusual, and so downright
unbelievable, that it would provide Ruffi and Kippler with fireside stories
that would last them for years to come. 


There
was a rustling in the air, just above the spot where Ruffi and Kippler had made
themselves comfortable, and when Ruffi looked up to see what had made the
noise, she was greeted with a completely impossible sight. 


There,
balanced on thin air, was the slight figure of another young man. In addition
to the fact that he was hovering above them, which was quite odd enough on its
own, he was also wearing the strangest outfit that Ruffi had ever seen. His
clothing wasn’t unusual in itself, just jeans and a t-shirt, as so many of the
visiting Dreamers seemed to favour, but the long flowing cloak that flapped gently
behind him and the mask that concealed the majority of his face were both completely
out of the ordinary.  


She
nudged Kippler again, but this time couldn’t manage any words, just an open-mouthed
“grrckkk” noise that provided a pretty accurate summary of her current feelings.
In response to Kippler’s querying look, all she could do was point upwards.


Despite
her shock, she was gratified to see Kippler’s mouth drop open to match her own
expression. 


“What
in the Great Dream?”


The
floating figure had moved on by now and was closing rapidly on the Dreamer and
his Nightmare. There was a crackling sound and Ruffi thought she could see
sparks dancing around the flying boy’s hands as he glided down the street. A
moment later and a blast of static arced through the air between the boy and
the Nightmare duck, which managed a brief, panicked “Quack!” before it vanished
in a puff of acrid smoke.


As
his Nightmare vanished the young Dreamer also slowly faded into nothingness, looking
slightly confused, leaving Ruffi, Kippler, and the odd flying figure as the
only three left in the street.


By
this point Ruffi and Kippler had both recovered their senses enough to get to
their feet. Ruffi shaded her eyes with her hand to try and see more clearly,
while Kippler rummaged in his coat pockets, trying to remember which one
contained his magnifying scope.  


“Aha!”
the masked figure announced to the world in general, placing his hands on his
hips and striking a heroic mid-air pose just as the morning sun rose high
enough to surround him in a halo of warm light. Ruffi’s naturally cynical brain
had to admit that the whole thing looked fairly impressive, even if it was just
lucky timing. 


“Another
Nightmare defeated, and the world made safe once again!”


Halting
his posing for a moment he peered down, appearing to spot Ruffi and Kippler
properly for the first time. 


“Greetings
citizens,” he said, his cloak fluttering theatrically and his fingers still illuminated
by whatever strange power was running through him, although the impression of
power and heroism was slightly undermined by the wavering of his voice, caught
in the uneasy compromise of vocal cords halfway between man and boy. 


From
this angle, it was hard to work out exactly how old the flying figure was, but
Ruffi suspected that he was quite a bit younger than her. He was certainly many
decades younger than Kippler, who had finally managed to find the pocket that
contained his magnifying lens, although now he seemed to have got it snagged in
his jacket’s lining. 


“Tell
everyone that there is a new hero in Reverie. Tell them that the Dreamlord has
come.”


Before
Ruffi had a chance to answer, the masked figure gave a quick salute, then thrust
one fist into the sky. Without anything further, he was gone, shooting up into
the clouds like a rocket. 


There
was a ripping sound next to her and Ruffi turned to see Kippler triumphantly
brandishing the brass cylinder of his magnifying lens, his initial proud look
of achievement quickly fading as he realised the strange visitor had vanished. 


“Whoever…
or whatever was that?” he muttered, unravelling a few threads that had been
torn from his jacket, still tangled around the magnifier. 


“He
said his name was Dreamlord,” Ruffi replied, still scanning the skies above
them for another glimpse of the odd, flying boy. 


“Pah…
silly name if you ask me,” Kippler said, seeming to be far less impressed than
Ruffi might have expected. 


“Any
time someone sees fit to give themselves a name like that, then trouble isn’t
far behind… you mark my words,” he added with a dark look. 


“But
he was… flying and he… he shot light from his hands,” Ruffi said, still
over-awed by the whole unbelievable experience. 


“Exactly,”
Kippler told her. “I have been up and down the Weave my whole life and seen
some odd and amazing things in that time, and the one thing I have learned is
that there aren’t any heroes… not real ones… not anymore. So, when someone turns
up claiming to be one, then you better watch out.”


By
midday Ruffi was back on the deck of her small barge, having said her goodbyes
to Kippler. She was heading out of Nocturne towards the western lands once
again, the hold stuffed with the clothes and cheap trinkets that the settlers
always craved. Now and then she still found her gaze drifting up to the clouds,
wondering if she would see a figure flying somewhere high above, although she
never saw anything other than the occasional flock of birds. 


The
journey was a long one, with several stops along the way, and each evening as
she sat around the welcoming fires of the various small ports, villages or
Sornette gatherings that offered shelter against the night, she would swap
stories with the other travellers and traders gathered together as the darkness
drew in. 


Although
Kippler’s warning still lurked in the back of her mind, she was too full of
excitement and wonder at what she had seen to keep the tale of the flying boy
to herself. Much as she had grown to like the old trader during their brief
time together in Nocturne, it was clear to her that his old soul lacked
romance. What they had seen was something magical, even for Reverie, and she
wasn’t going to let some ancient cynic spoil it for her. 


The
following evening those that had heard her story shared it with others, with the
occasional embellishment or addition of their own, and slowly but surely the
tale spread throughout Reverie.  











Chapter 1


“Ugh,” Adam groaned to
himself as he rolled out of bed, landing with a bump on the unforgiving floor
of his bedroom. The fact that it was a Monday morning was bad enough. The additional
complication that he spent all of last night in Reverie and so hadn’t managed
to get any genuine rest made it even more difficult, and even that wasn’t the
worst of it. 


He gathered
up the chain of the pendant hanging around his neck and gripped the locket at
the end tightly, trying unsuccessfully to push his worries away and think about
something else. There was nothing he could do about them for the moment. It was
definitely a Dream World problem and for the minute he needed to concentrate on
the day ahead. That meant no thinking about Dreams, Nightmares, or anything
else connected to Reverie, however hard that might be. 


“Morning
Adam,” his mum greeted him as he stumbled downstairs a few minutes later, hair
still sticking out in random directions and his shirt on inside out. 


“Grrmmphh,”
he replied, collapsing into one of the low wooden chairs around their dinner
table, currently set up for breakfast. There was a bowl of porridge already
lying in wait for him when he sat down. Snakes of steam were rising from its rather
unappetising surface, which was gently bubbling like a murky grey swamp. 


Adam
was fairly convinced that the kitchen chairs had somehow shrunk in the last few
weeks. A seat that had fitted him comfortably just a month ago now felt
cramped, his knees catching painfully on the underside of the table in ways
they never had before. The same thing also seemed to be affecting his clothes. Several
pairs of his favourite jeans were no longer on speaking terms with his shoes,
as the gap between the two became ever wider. 


His
mum had told him it was just a growth spurt, but it seemed highly unfair to
Adam that it should just affect his arms and legs, leaving him constantly
feeling like a spider or octopus no longer fully in control of his ungainly limbs.
Maybe his proportions weren’t quite as unusual as those of his Sornette
companions back in the Dream World, but he still couldn’t wait for the rest of
his body to catch up, stretching out to match his arms. 


After
a few mouthfuls of his porridge, which wasn’t as bad as it looked, helped along
by a big dollop of sweet syrup, (and a second spoonful when his mum wasn’t
looking), Adam felt up to trying a few actual words. 


“Morning.
Did you sleep okay?” 


It
was an innocent-sounding question, but one that carried far more meaning in
their house than most. Ever since his mum had returned safely from Reverie, she
had stayed clear of the Dream World. On the very first night back in their
little house she had removed the cheap, gaudy ring that had been her portal
into the strange land of Dreams and popped it into her jewellery box, snapping
it closed with a rather final sounding ‘click’. 


“I
think that’s me done with Reverie for a while,” she had told Adam. 


Although
there was a tinge of regret in her voice, she seemed completely at peace with
her decision, and Adam could understand her choice. She had been trapped in the
Dream World for a long time before he had found her, so long that it had nearly
killed her. To want a little peace and normality, even if only for a while, wasn’t
surprising. 


So,
when he asked if she’d slept okay, she just nodded contentedly, her night
having consisted of nothing more than a chance to close her eyes and let the
troubles and tiredness of the day wash away. 


“Fine,
thanks,” she said, stretching out her arms. “It still feels strange to wake up
in my own bed, nice… but strange. How about you… I don’t mean to pry, but you
look pretty tired?”


“It’s
nothing,” Adam told her, “I just got a bit carried away training in Reverie
last night and lost track of time. I’ll make sure I finish earlier tonight and
get some proper sleep.”


He could
feel the sharp pinpricks of guilt as he spoke and hoped that his lie wasn’t as
obvious to his mum as it felt to him, with his cheeks already beginning to
flush with colour. For all his faults, and his recent adventures had taught him
that he certainly had a few, Adam was by nature given to almost painful levels
of honesty. Attempting even the most innocent of white lies would generally
leave him stammering and red-faced.


Fortunately
for Adam, his mum had her back to him as he answered, fussing away on the
kitchen surface making sandwiches and packing snacks for the day. By the time
she had finished and joined him at the table with her morning coffee, he’d
managed to bring his blushes back under control.  


 


It
was getting close to the end of term and the mood at school had been getting increasingly
excitable. Although Adam wasn’t feeling in a very festive mood, the prospect of
the fast-approaching holidays in combination with the lure of presents, decorations,
and delicious food was taking up more and more of his friend’s attention. Charlie,
in particular, was almost unbearably cheerful, having set his heart on a new
console for Christmas, which he was pretty certain his parents had already bought
for him and hidden away somewhere in the house. 


“Morning
Adam,” he shouted across with a wave as they met up on the walk into school.
“Only ten more days until Christmas… and I can’t wait.”


“Morning,”
Adam replied, although with far less enthusiasm. If he was honest, he didn’t
care how many days they had left. This year there were more important things
taking all his attention, although this hadn’t completely silenced the small
voice at the back of his head, nagging him that with ten days to go he should
really start thinking about buying a few presents himself. 


“Um…
yay for Christmas,” he added, with an obvious lack of enthusiasm, but luckily
Charlie had enough infectiously festive cheer for both of them. By the time
they’d reached school some of it had even rubbed off on Adam, temporarily sanding
down the rough edges of his otherwise grumpy mood.


The slowly
escalating excitement was even more apparent as they walked down the corridor
and past their lockers on their way to morning registration. His school mates
weren’t quite out of control… yet, but there was an underlying boisterousness
to their behaviour which would only get worse in the last few days before they
broke for the holidays. 


Adam
was pretty sure that the final two days would be spent watching films, playing
games, or anything else which meant that the teachers could get a moment's
peace and make it to Christmas without having a breakdown of some kind. 


Adam
had nearly got to his form room when he was knocked to one side by the passing
rucksack of a slightly bigger kid. It was partly his fault, as he hadn’t really
been looking where he was going, having just spotted Nora across the corridor
and raised his hand in greeting, but he still felt aggrieved. It also didn’t
help his mood, adding one more reason to feel grumpy. 


“Sorry,”
the older kid said breezily, “didn’t see you there.” 


“It’s
fine,” Adam replied, sounding anything but, and stomped off towards class,
darting one pained look back over his shoulder at his accidental assailant and
realising that it was George Mason, one half of the two brothers who had
recently joined the school. 


Since
Nora’s arrival last year there hadn’t been any other new starters, but that had
changed at the beginning of the last term, with the arrival of two on the same
day. Adam hadn’t realised to begin with that the two new kids were brothers, although
that was pretty understandable, as aside from a shared second name they couldn’t
have been less alike.


George
was the older of the two and had settled into class like he had been there all
his life (and had spent that lifetime training hard at being really popular and
successful). He was tall, confident, and naturally sporty. Within a couple of
weeks he had joined the football, basketball, and hockey clubs, and within the
first month he was the captain of two out of the three teams. 


Adam
had taken an instant dislike to him, without any real basis other than George
being altogether too popular. He had also seen Nora giving George the
occasional admiring look when she thought he wasn’t looking… although this was
absolutely, definitely nothing to do with his dislike. 


The
younger of the two, Ben, was short and slightly built and lacked any sort of
sporting prowess. He wasn’t popular or confident and had settled into class
like an angry kitten into a small bowl of custard. Which was to say, he had
failed to fit in, was very miserable, and had created a lot of chaos and mess
in the process. 


Rather
than being the subject of envy and admiration, all he seemed able to invite was
trouble and the unwelcome attention of a couple of the bigger, meaner kids from
Adam’s year.  


Adam
had felt bad for him, and on a couple of occasions he had tried to step in when
the bullies were giving Ben a particularly hard time. But although Adam was a
hero with something close to superpowers while he was in Reverie, at school he
was just a normal kid… and not a particularly big or tough one at that. 


His half-hearted
attempts to help Ben out hadn’t achieved much other than drawing the bullies rather
limited attention onto him too. Picking his soggy school books out of the
nearest hedgerow hadn’t felt very heroic at all, and to his shame the next lunchtime
when he saw Ben getting shoved around in the playground Adam just looked away
as he walked past, pretending to himself that he hadn’t seen anything. 


Bringing
his attention back to the present Adam added ‘inconsiderately bumping into
people’ as another reason to dislike George, one of a growing list that he kept
in his head, before making the final few steps to his form room and the more
regular annoyances of the school day.


 


That
night back at home, after his homework was finally done and his schoolbag
packed ready for the following morning, Adam excused himself rather earlier
than normal. For the last few nights, he hadn’t really felt like spending the
evening relaxing on the sofa watching TV or chatting with his mum, as he would
generally do when Charlie or Nora weren’t free. 


Sitting
down on the edge of his bed he reached inside his school shirt and gently
lifted the pendant out from where he always kept it, resting safely against his
chest. Until the last few weeks, he had found the touch of it against his skin
re-assuring. The soft warmth had acted as a constant reminder of what the
pendant meant, the link it gave him to the Dream World, and more importantly
the connection with his father. 


But
now its touch did nothing but fill him with worry, a constant cold chill that
he couldn’t shake and one that increasingly consumed his attention. The metal
of the pendant felt cold and inert in his hand as he balanced it on his open
palm. 


The
cheap chain was coiled around his fingers and the pendant itself, which had
remained stubbornly closed ever since he had first found it, still reflected
the light from his bedside lamp in myriad shifting colours. There were still
the familiar bright oranges and deep greens, but it was the mark on the very
centre of the pendant that held Adam’s attention. 


Right
in the middle of the metal casing there was a slight groove, scratched into the
surface. Instead of the shimmering colours of the rest of the case, the groove was
surrounded by a small deep-red stain. Every day since his return from the land
of Nightmares, Adam had held the pendant, just as he was now, and even though the
change was so gradual that he sometimes wondered if his increasingly tired mind
was just playing tricks on him, he was convinced that the stain was slowly
spreading. 


He
replayed the last moments he could remember from his time in the huge
underground cavern, deep in the land of Nightmares. The battle with Ephialtes,
the Queen of all Nightmares, the arrival of his friends, and their final
victory. But amongst all those memories, the one that kept playing over and
over in his mind was Ephialtes scratching his pendant with one of her long,
dark nails, smiling cruelly as he had hung from his chains, powerless to stop
her.


The
other thing that Adam had kept to himself was the effect that this was having
on his Daydreaming. The pendant had always been there for him, a safety net
when he lost his footing in Reverie. More times than he cared to remember it
had saved him and his friends, giving him a burst of power just when he needed
it and couldn’t find a way to do things on his own. 


He
knew that it should be possible for him to Daydream without using power from
the pendant. His mum had proved that during the time she had been trapped
within Reverie herself, without the help of her own personal little ‘totem’, a
cheap ring she had won from a fairground game. 


She
had managed some pretty impressive Daydreams, including filling the Weave with
messages for him, using whatever skill and power she had within herself, but it
had taken years of experience and practice to do it. 


Now
the pendant was damaged, and he was sure that his Daydreaming was slowly getting
worse as the pendant deteriorated. A couple of weeks ago Adam had been training
with Lucid back in the Mansion’s gardens and what should have been a very
straightforward Daydream, in which he had tried to dream himself shrinking down
to the size of a mouse, had gone quite badly wrong. He had managed to change
his size, but rather than shrinking he had expanded to the size of a small
elephant, flattening one of the carefully planted borders. He’d covered it up
by saying that he wasn’t feeling well, claiming the start of a cold or similar bug
that was clogging up his brain. 


The
following night, and for pretty much the first time since he had discovered the
Dream World, he had deliberately avoided spending the night in Reverie, leaving
the pendant on his bedside table rather than clutched protectively in his hand.



He had
returned to Reverie the night after that but had managed to find an excuse not
to use his powers, and since then there had been several other occasions when
he had chosen to stay at home, tucked up in his bed for a night of restless sleep.



He
knew that Lucid and the others were getting worried about him. Nora, in
particular, had asked a few awkward questions, but he hadn’t been ready to
share his troubles and had settled instead for brushing off their concerns with
a few, rather unconvincing, excuses. 


Tonight,
he knew that he had no choice but to meet the others in the Mansion. Nora had
made it pretty clear that there was a big meeting and that he needed to be
there. 


Adam
sighed to himself as he carefully replaced the pendant around his neck and got ready
for bed. The face in the bathroom mirror as he brushed his teeth was definitely
older, but he didn’t feel any wiser. All he knew was that he was running out of
excuses and was going to have to tell his friends something… he just wasn’t
quite sure what. 


The
streets of Nocturne were alive with activity when Adam arrived, despite it
still being so early in the morning. Although the sky was blue and clear, there
was still the gossamer shimmer of frost on the pavements and a fine latticework
of ice decorating the nearest windows. 


He
had decided to enter Reverie a little way from the Mansion, using the short
walk to think about what he might tell the others. The market square was
particularly busy, the stallholders already doing a roaring trade. Although he
was pretty sure that the residents of the Dream World didn’t celebrate
Christmas, they did seem to be building up towards some sort of Winter
festival. It had been less than a year since he had first entered Reverie and he’d
never experienced it during the Winter, so there were still plenty of things he
didn’t know much about. With everything else that had been playing on his mind he
hadn’t quite got around to asking Lucid or Grimble about the celebrations but
was determined that he would remember this time.


Leaving
behind the bustle of the market and the packed shopping streets, he made his
way to the more austere neighbourhood where the Mansion that served as the
headquarters for the Five was based. 


As
always Mrs. Snugs was there to welcome him in. Her friendly smile was as warm
as ever, but she was less chatty than normal and Adam could tell that something
was on her mind.


“Everything
all right?” Adam asked her, as they walked down the portrait corridor to the
dining hall, where the Five always met when they had important matters to discuss.



“I’m
doing fine thank you, young man,” she replied, bustling along the corridor
slightly ahead of Adam. Despite her advanced years, Adam still found it hard to
keep up with her, bustling apparently being both faster and more efficient than
a normal walk. It certainly seemed more energetic, with her whole body involved
in the process, winding up several seconds before she started moving and taking
the same amount of time again to finally come to standstill at the end of each
journey. 


“But
I am a bit worried about you,” Mrs. Snugs continued, keeping her back to him as
they passed the row of portraits. “You haven’t been yourself the last few times
I’ve seen you, and Mr. Lucid is worried too. You would tell us if something was
wrong, wouldn’t you?” 


Adam
just gave an awkward cough and made a clumsy attempt to change the subject. 


“So
why has everyone been called together?”


“I’m
afraid I don’t know. It’s all a bit hush-hush.”


She
gave Adam what he presumed was her idea of a conspiratorial look, but on her
friendly, wrinkled face it looked more like an elderly sentient apple attempting
a lopsided squint.  


“But
I do know that Mr. Lucid looked pretty troubled when he arrived earlier, hardly
exchanged two words with me… and normally he likes a good old natter. Something
big is going on, you mark my words.”


With
a sincere promise that he definitely would, Adam left Mrs. Snugs in the
corridor admiring the most recent portrait. It was the one that had only just
been installed, showing Adam and his current companions as the latest iteration
of the Five, all of whom would be gathered here today. 


It
was still strange to think of himself as a member of the group, despite all the
time that they had spent together and all the things he and his friends had
achieved. It had also taken a while to get used to seeing himself on the
portrait every time he walked past. Especially as it was now hanging on the
same wall as the portrait that showed his mother and father, recently
re-instated to the corridor after its years spent hidden away under dustsheets.



When
Adam opened the heavy door to the Dining Room, after giving a perfunctory
knock, the first member of the Five he saw was Bella, lounging on the chair
facing the doorway.


It
had been a while since he’d last seen her, but she looked every bit as world-weary
as Adam remembered. Despite the fact she was smiling and obviously happy to see
them all, Adam knew that Bella would never be completely comfortable back in
Nocturne with its crowded, lively bustle. 


The
terms under which she had agreed to join the Five had been very specific. She
would work for the Five, but only when absolutely necessary, and even then only
when she wasn’t otherwise occupied with one of her personal voyages of
discovery, back out on the endless oceans of the Dwam. 


Up
until now, the agreement had worked extremely well. Largely because the Five
had not yet had the need to call on her services and she had been left alone to
do as she pleased. The fact that she was here now, sat in the main meeting room
of the Mansion, despite itching to be far away, meant that something serious
had come up. 


Lucid
got to his feet as Adam entered the room and gave him a curt nod, a far cry
from his normally more exuberant greetings. The tabletop was also empty, with no
sign of the drinks and snacks that Adam had so often enjoyed in the past. Lucid
in particular would normally never choose to be far from some small treat to
nibble on, claiming that he needed the energy from his constant snacking to
help him think. 


Adam
could understand Mrs. Snug’s earlier expression of worry, she had probably
taken it as a great personal insult that Lucid had turned down her offer of
food, of which she was normally a reliable, prolific, and entirely excellent source.



From
previous and all too familiar experience, Adam presumed that the sombre mood and
empty table meant that something bad was happening in Reverie… again. 


“Seriously,”
he muttered, half under his breath. “Just for once, it would be nice to have a
normal day.” 


He
looked around the room at his companions and friends, which included a
clockwork powered sea captain and a young girl who could harness the power of
nightmares.


“Okay,”
he added in the privacy of his head, “perhaps a normal day is out of the
question… but it would be nice to have one that isn’t terrible.”


Across
the room, he spotted Grimble giving him a half-approving look, obviously impressed
to see someone else looking nearly as grumpy and miserable as himself. Nodding back
in greeting and trying to put a slightly cheerier expression on his face, Adam
took his seat at the table with the others. 


“So,
what have I missed?” he asked, painfully aware that he was the last to arrive
and therefore the last to know what was going on. Something which seemed to be
happening more and more often recently. 


“We
had word back from a Sornette Trader, running a route out near the Stairway of
Dreams. They said they’d seen something a bit unusual,” Lucid began. 


“I
would say it was more than just a bit unusual,” Grimble butted in. From the
look on his face, it was hard to tell if he was more concerned by whatever it
was that had dragged the Five together or by Lucid’s apparent understatement.  


“Yes…
fair enough,” Lucid still had a grim expression on his face, but the glimmer of
a wry grin twisted his lips for a moment. “More than unusual. They said that
the stairway was… flickering.”


“Flickering?”
Adam asked. He hadn’t meant to interrupt, but the statement was so odd that he
hadn’t been able to help himself. 


“I
know… my initial reaction was the same,” Lucid replied. “Whatever it was, they
found it hard to explain, so I went to see for myself, and they were right. It
was indeed ‘flickering’, the whole thing.” Whatever initial spark of dark humour
Lucid had briefly rediscovered vanished just as quickly as he continued,
replaced with deep worry. 


“It
wasn’t clear to start with. I thought I had made a wasted journey, but then I
saw it. The whole stairway vanished, just for split second, so quick that I almost
missed it. Then it was back, solid as always… but there was definitely a moment
when it was gone… as if it had never existed.”


“I
wouldn’t have thought it possible, wouldn’t have believed it myself if Lucid
hadn’t sought the opinion of a far more level-headed and mature companion,”
Grimble added. 


“Who
was that?” Adam asked, although he was fairly sure he could guess the answer. 


“Me,”
Grimble replied glumly. “And I almost didn’t believe myself.”


“We have
taken it in turns to monitor the stairway for a couple of days,” Lucid
continued, picking up from the point where Grimble had interrupted him.
“Recorded the instances of this odd ‘flickering’ taking place.”


He
flexed his long fingers, making his knuckles crack, which Adam had noticed him
increasingly doing whenever he got nervous or had some bad news to share. 


“Even
in that short time, across the course of less than two full days, it seemed
that the gaps between the moments when the Stairway blinks in and out of
existence are slowly getting shorter.” 


“That
can’t be good,” Adam said, half to himself and fully aware of how ridiculous he
sounded. 


Of
course it wasn’t good. The Stairway was what held Reverie together, it was the
linchpin around which the whole world revolved, or at least that’s what Lucid
and the others had told him. 


Even
without the benefit of their explanation, he had felt something every time he
had been near the never-ending flight of stairs in the centre of Reverie. A
sensation of enormous age and power that was easy to feel, yet impossible to properly
explain. You might as well try and tell someone what colour hope is, or where
dreams go where they die (although Adam did now actually know that one). More
than once he had experienced a brief vision of what lay at the top of the
Stairway, the sleeping child that the residents of Reverie believed kept their
world safely in one piece with the power of his dream. 


“Correct…
it’s not good at all,” Grimble told him, rising from his seat and beginning to
pace up and down, his small, gnarled hands grasped tight behind his back. “No
one knows what would happen to Reverie if the Stairway ceased to be… but
goodness knows that Ephialtes and her merry little band of helpers have tried
to end it enough times recently, so perhaps they have a better idea what all
this is about.”


“So,
we just ask them, do we?” Nora asked incredulously. “No offence, but I think we
might be off their Christmas list. For a start, Adam dumped Ephialtes into ‘the
Garden’ with nothing but a huge, angry old Nightmare for company, and I think
that Adam’s mum and I managed to pretty much vaporise Isenbard.” 


“No,
not them, for fairly obvious reasons,” Lucid said, a glimmer of a smile once
again returning to his face. Even in the direst of circumstances, his ability
for seeing the lighter side was one of the things that Adam admired, and more
importantly liked, about him the most. 


He
turned back to Adam. “But there was another who knew more about the Stairway
than any of us… Hugo… your father.”











Chapter 2


Lucid’s last few words had
been bouncing around Adam’s head all night and were still there, balanced right
on the tip of his brain, jumping up and down, demanding answers from the moment
he woke back in his bed the following morning. For once he couldn’t wait for
the evening to discuss it with his mum, despite the normal rush to get ready
for school. 


He
had been meaning to give his mum more time, knowing that the subject of his
father more than any other was still painful to talk about, but from what Lucid
had told him in Reverie last night there was no escaping the conversation… and
it had to be held now. 


Everything
that had been discussed the previous night in Reverie came rushing out, his
toast cooling uneaten on the plate in front of him as they sat at the kitchen
table together. 


His
mums face, softly lined with years of good-humoured smiles, looked more worn
and tired than normal, the lines deeper and more ingrained, the light of the
ceiling light casting shadows across her face and under her eyes. But she
didn’t say anything, just sat there and let Adam speak, until he finally ran
out of words and trundled into silence. 


For
an uncomfortably long time she didn’t say a word, just sat there lost in her
thoughts, revisiting the past, then her eyes refocused and she spoke, her words
quiet and distant. 


“It’s
true,” his mum admitted. “Your father knew more about the Stairway than anyone
I ever met. I wouldn’t say it was an obsession exactly…”


Although
her words were full of pride and affection, Adam could see a hint of worry on
his mum’s face as she spoke, some hidden concern that she was trying to keep out
of her voice. 


“He
even tried climbing the Stairway once. He failed of course… everyone fails, but
he got further than most. Perhaps being a dream being made it easier for him.
He thought that the answers to all his questions about Reverie would be found somewhere
at the top.”


Adam
could see a gentle glistening at the corner of his mum’s eyes as she continued,
a single tear that she didn’t bother to wipe away.


“Like
all dream beings, he didn’t know how long he would have in the world before the
Weave called him back. He thought that the Stairway might provide more of a
clue about where he came from. Maybe even a way to prolong his time in Reverie…
and his time with us.”


Adam
couldn’t help but think back to the Lady, the dream being that had betrayed
them all in an attempt to fend off her own return to the Weave, and wondered
how far he would have gone if he had been in the same position, never knowing
from one day to the next how much longer he had. 


It
looked like his mum wasn’t going to volunteer anything further, and despite the
urgency of his questions, Adam couldn’t bring himself to press any harder than
he already had. Whatever memories she was digging up were very obviously painful,
and he felt like he had probably found out enough to go back to the Five.
Whatever else his father had been, it sounded like he had known the Stairway better
than pretty much anyone else. 


 


The
following night when he returned to Reverie, Adam shared what he learned with
the Five. As he finished relating the previous mornings discussion with his
mother, he looked up into the expectant faces of the rest of his friends. No
one seemed to want to be the first to speak, but eventually Nora broke the
silence. “So, let me get this straight,” she said, from her seat opposite Adam.
“Something very weird is happening to the Stairway, and the person who knows
most about the Stairway is your dad?”


Adam
thought for a moment. “That’s what my mum seems to think anyway. She said that
he was pretty obsessed with it. He spent years trying to work out where it had
come from and what it was. He even tried climbing it, although he didn’t get
very far before he had to give up.”


Nora
looked at the spot where the pendant lay dormant under Adam’s t-shirt. 


“And
you think that some part of your dad is still inside that keepsake of yours.”


Adam
nodded, he wasn’t completely sure himself about what fragment of his father was
still within the pendant, but he knew that it was definitely more than the
inert metal it appeared to be. Too many times it had helped him, comforted him,
and warned him. 


“I
suppose it sounds a bit far-fetched,” Adam admitted. “For a long time I wasn’t
sure if it was just me imagining it, but then Ephialtes said the same thing when
she tried to destroy it… and recently my mum admitted as much to me.”


“Far-fetched
seems pretty standard recently,” Nora replied, a shadow flickering across her
eyes for a moment, a reminder of the strange changes that she had also gone
through as a result of her time in Reverie, “so you won’t get any arguments
from me.”               


Bella
had been watching the exchange silently, tracking the back and forth of
conversation with no sign of interest aside from the glint of her good eye as
she looked across at each speaker in turn, but it was clear she had been paying
full attention to Adam and what he had been saying.


“So,
what’s the issue? Can’t you use the pendant to… speak to your dad or whatever
it is you do?” 


Adam
drew a deep breath, the moment he had been dreading now unavoidable, a roadblock
in the conversation that he knew was impossible to swerve around this time. 


He
didn’t quite have the words he needed, so instead, he pulled the pendant out
and held it up to the group, letting the light of the grand central chandelier
reflect off it. 


Whether
it was because of the brightness of the chandelier or just his own acceptance of
the horrible truth about the slow deterioration of the pendant, the scar in the
centre of metal surface seemed rawer and more obvious than ever. 


Even
from his position on the other side of the table, it seemed that Lucid could
see the damage, giving a brief, shocked inhalation before he spoke. 


“Adam…
what happened?”


Adam
drew a deep breath of his own, trying to steady himself.  


“When
Ephialtes tried to hurt my pendant, back when she had taken it from me in the
land of Nightmares… although she didn’t manage to destroy it, she still did
something to it, something that has been slowly getting worse, day after day. Now
I don’t even know if the pendant is working any more. I don’t know if my dad is
even…” 


He
stopped talking, unable to carry on, feeling himself wither under the
sympathetic gazes of his companions. His misery hardened into anger, suddenly
furious at his friends, although he knew it wasn’t fair. He didn’t want
sympathy or hugs or smiles, he just wanted someone to fix it for him, to tell
him that it was going to be okay and really mean it.


“So,
it seems to me that you need your pendant fixing, for one reason or another… or
several reasons more likely.” 


Now
she had Adam’s attention, pulling him back from an angry outburst that he was
sure to regret, Bella paused for a moment. She looked uncharacteristically
self-conscious, flexing the fingers of her brass hand, the tiny pistons pumping
as they opened and closed. 


“There
is someone who may be able to mend it for you. Someone who can fix pretty much
anything. They made my hand for me when no one else could help, although it
cost me more threads than I care to remember.”


Adam
could see Grimble leaning forward in his seat, concentrating on Bella’s next
words, nodding before she was halfway through as if he’d already known what she
was going to say.  


“He
is called the Cogsmith. One of the Drőmer from the east of Reverie. If
anyone can do something it will be him.”


“Won’t
be easy,” Grimble muttered, half under his breath. 


“Sorry?”



“I
said it won’t be easy,” Grimble repeated, but louder this time. “Things have
changed in Drőm, outsiders are not as welcome as they once were… and they
were never that welcome to begin with. You must have impressed someone to even
meet the Cogsmith.”


Bella
gave a grim smile. “I paid my way, believe me. Genius that the Cogsmith might
be, he demands an extremely high price.”


“It’s
never easy is it?” Nora sighed. “Just for once why can’t the person we need
live next door… and be nice.”


“Where’s
the fun in things being easy?” Grimble muttered. “It’s got to be ridiculously
dangerous or difficult, otherwise why bother. These days I don’t even bother
getting out of bed unless there is a reasonable chance of a horrible death
before the day is through.”


Lucid
raised his hand in a vain attempt to interrupt his friend, but to little
effect. 


“In
fact,” Grimble added, deliberately ignoring Lucid now he was warming to one of his
favourite subjects. “It’s reached the point that some days I punch myself in
the face a few times before breakfast just to save time.”


It
looked like Grimble’s complaining was going to last a while, so Adam decided to
take the chance to clear his head, and leaving the others made his way into the
Mansion’s garden. 


Whenever
he wanted a bit of peace, he found the garden a good place to think things
through. You could still hear the distant bustle of the city over the high
walls, but it was a muted buzz, a white noise that faded into the background if
you let it, oddly relaxing in its own way. The fragrance of the various unusual
species of flowers that peppered the borders of the garden was also strangely
calming, although he had learned not to let the rarest and most hypnotic of them
entrance him for too long. He was pretty sure that they weren’t exactly dangerous,
but he had found that in Reverie even the most innocent looking things could catch
you out if you didn’t keep your wits about you. 


“Adam?”


He
turned to see Nora standing just behind him. For a moment she looked like she
was going to pretend that she was just admiring the scenery or looking at the
flowers, but then obviously realising how unconvincing that was, she jumped
straight in with the real reason she was there.  


“Um…
I wanted to see if you were okay. I know that we were talking about fixing your
pendant… like it’s just a thing. But I know that it’s a lot more than that. You
must be worried about your Daydreaming… and about your dad.”


“It’s
fine,” Adam replied, fully aware that it wasn’t and wondering why he couldn’t
be more honest about how he really felt with the rest of the Five. First of all
with Lucid when he had avoided training and even now when it was just him and
Nora. 


It
had admittedly been a slow process, but since he had returned home with his
mother and they had settled back into a comfortable routine of living together,
he had begun to find out a little more about the life that had been hidden from
him up until now. It was taking time, far too much time, as far as Adam was
concerned, but it was obviously not an easy topic of conversation for his mum
and so he’d tried his best to be patient. 


There
had been a few rather awkward nights when they’d both just sat there on the
sofa watching TV, and Adam had been desperate to ask his mum about her time in
Reverie, about his pendant, and most of all about his father. But each night he
had been unable to force the words out, his questions catching in his throat
like a piece of accidentally swallowed gum.


In
the end, it had been his mum who had started the ball rolling. One evening, a
couple of weeks after they had moved back into their house, she had turned off
the TV and, after a couple of minutes of fussing around making a cup of tea, sat
back down facing Adam and opened up to him for the first time about his past.  


That
first conversation had been pretty much a repeat of what Adam already knew. The
things he had worked out for himself during his time in Reverie. After he had
found the old portrait from his mother’s time in the Five, hidden away in one
of the old, abandoned rooms, it hadn’t been too long before he had also found
out about Hugo, the dream being who he had discovered was his father. Although
his mum’s explanation had been halting and nervous, it wasn’t too awkward a
conversation as she knew that none of it was truly new to Adam. 


The
next night she had told him a little more, the story of when Hugo had saved them
from the previous Horror, suffering terrible injuries in the process. It had
been odd and upsetting to see his mum look so serious and sad, like seeing a
favourite actor playing a completely different character to the one you were
used to, hardly recognising them in their new role. 


She
was obviously desperately proud of what Hugo had done, putting himself in
danger to save the rest of the Five, and in particular to protect Adam’s mum,
but it was also clear that the memory was an extremely painful one, which helped
to explain why she had put off telling Adam the full story for so long.


Up until
last night, when he had asked about his father and the Stairway of Dreams, that
was as far as they had got. Although Adam was desperately keen to find out
more, including the link between his father and his pendant, he realised that
he was going to have to give his mum a bit more time before she would be ready
to share anything further. 


Which
brought him back to Nora’s question, one that he still couldn’t fully answer. 


“So,
what happens next then?” Adam asked Nora. “You seem to know more about what
Lucid and the others are thinking these days than I do.”


Avoiding
the more pointed question hidden away within the wider and more harmless query about
the Five’s plans, Nora answered him. 


“It
seems like a pretty unanimous decision. Bella is off to gather a few Threads,
she is convinced that we will need them where we are going. Meanwhile, Lucid is
going to head down to the docks so he can get the Dreamskipper ready for our
journey.”


“Dare
I ask where?” Adam asked, pretty sure that he already knew the answer. 


“To
the homeland of the Drőmer, somewhere far to the east. Apparently, it gets
very cold, so the others are loading up with warm clothing, food, and fancy
gifts for this ‘Cogsmith’ character.”


“Anything
else I’ve been missing out on recently?” Adam tried his best not to sound
bitter. He knew that it had been his own actions that had excluded him from the
most recent discussions the Five had been having, but it still pained him. 


“Well
there is one thing,” Nora said, a grin returning to her face. “It’s a bit odd,
but it might cheer you up… a bit at least. There have been rumours going around
about a boy with incredible powers fighting Nightmares all across Reverie.”


“But…
I mean… are they talking about… me?” Adam asked hesitantly, not sure how he
could ask the question without sounding big-headed. 


“That’s
what we thought to start off with,” Nora replied, her grin broadening. “But
this character is dressed up like a proper comic book hero, cape and
everything. Apparently, they call themselves the ‘Dreamlord’. For one stupid
moment I was wondering if that was why you had been so… distracted recently.
That perhaps you had been flying around living out your superhero fantasies.”


“I
know that all sorts of strange things happen here,” Adam said, “but even so,
that all sounds a bit far-fetched, even for Reverie.” 


“I
know,” Nora scoffed. “How can you take anyone seriously that calls themselves
‘Dreamlord’”. She put her hands on her hips and lifted her chin in a parody of
the poses in pretty much any of the superhero posters that had adorned Adam’s
bedroom wall over the years. 


“Greetings
citizen, have no fear… for Dreamlord is here to save the day,” she boomed,
dropping her voice to a deep baritone and lifting one arm above her head, fist
clenched as if she was about to launch into the sky. Adam was pretty sure that
flying wasn’t amongst her newly acquired powers, but was still vaguely relieved
when she just gave a small hop, staying firmly on the ground and chuckling to
herself. 


“I
don’t know why he is making such a big impression on everyone. He wears a cape
for goodness sake,” she added. “It’s all just ridiculous.”


“Ridiculous…
yeah,” Adam agreed rather half-heartedly, partly because he could remember all
too clearly a brief period of time when he had first discovered his daydreaming
and had decided he was basically a superhero, especially after he had found out
he could fly. 


It
hadn’t lasted, too many things had happened since then, things that had made
Adam realise very quickly that he wasn’t a superhero, things that had made him
doubt that he could call himself any kind of hero at all. He did however have
some very good friends and a smattering of luck, both of which had helped him
to achieve some pretty heroic things. Still even at his most naïve he had never
considered wearing a cape… or at least not for more than a fleeting moment.


There
didn’t seem to be any other news that he’d missed, and it sounded like there
was going to be a bit of a wait while Lucid and the others finished stocking up
on supplies. So after excusing himself, Adam left Nora in the garden and found
himself a comfortable corner, back in the Mansion where he could get some sleep
and return to the Waking World. Although it faded into insignificance compared
to their bigger problems, the ease with which he could now drift between the
two worlds was something that was starting to worry him. Not a serious,
chilling, first thought that pops into your head when you wake up kind of
worry, more like a slightly awkward niggle at the back of his mind that would push
itself to the front every now and then. 


He
could remember not so long ago when moving from one world to the other had been
a challenge, sometimes having to completely exhaust himself before he could
settle into sleep, but now just closing his eyes for a few minutes while lying
on a lumpy couch seemed to be enough. He wasn’t sure why it was starting to
bother him. It was just he had the feeling that entering a strange parallel
world should somehow be trickier.


Even
so, it wasn’t enough of a concern to prevent him from drifting off into sleep, once
again leaving Reverie and heading back home. 











Chapter 3


His walk into school the
following morning was dominated by thoughts of Reverie and what he and his
friends might find as they travelled east, to a part of Reverie that he had
never been to before. So many things were reliant upon the success of their
journey, and at the centre of it all was the desperate hope that the Cogsmith
would somehow be able to fix the damage to his pendant… and then…


He
reached inside his shirt to pull out the pendant, holding the cold metal
tightly and running his thumb unconsciously over the groove in its surface.


“Morning
mate!” 


Adam
had been so caught in up in his own thoughts that he’d completely failed to
notice Charlie’s increasingly enthusiastic attempts to get his attention until
he was right next to him. 


“Um…
yeah, morning,” he managed, hurriedly stuffing the pendant away, “how’s it
going?”


“All
good thanks,” Charlie replied. “Last night’s experiment didn’t quite work. But
I am pretty sure I am getting closer.” 


To
Adam’s amusement, Charlie had decided that it was completely unfair that both
Adam and Nora now seemed to be able to access the Dream World at will, whereas
he was stuck night after night with nothing but regular dreams. The fact that
at least half the time Adam had spent in the Dream World had been awful, or
terrifying, or both, didn’t seem to bother Charlie in the slightest. Instead,
he remained convinced that Reverie was pretty much a playground for whatever adventure
Adam and Nora wanted to play out. Fortunately he had no memory of the one time
he and Adam had actually met in Reverie, which hadn’t ended well, with Charlie briefly
turning into a sleepwalking zombie.


Since
his conversation with Nora, Adam had even wondered briefly if Charlie had somehow
managed to find a way into Reverie and was the one playing out his own
superhero fantasies as the mysterious ‘Dreamlord’, but common sense had pretty
quickly ruled out that possibility. 


Nevertheless,
night after night Charlie had made a determined effort to join his two friends.
For the first week he had tried different sleeping patterns, going to bed
particularly early or late, or swapping his pillow to the other end of the bed.
To no-one’s particular surprise these early attempts hadn’t achieved anything
other than Charlie’s parents starting to get slightly concerned about their
son’s increasingly odd behaviour. 


Then
he had focused on the role that Adam’s pendant seemed to play and had tried a
few of his own belongings. In an attempt to recreate what he had decided to
call ‘the pendant effect’ he had fallen asleep clutching, in no particular
order; his signed football shirt, a small stuffed bear he had kept in his
cupboard since he was five, and a family-sized packet of biscuits, (although
Adam suspected the last of these wasn’t a genuine attempt at entering Reverie
but was instead a pretty weak excuse for eating a lot of biscuits in bed).  


None
of these had worked in the slightest, but with his normal single-minded
determination, Charlie had stuck with it and had at least a dozen more ideas,
plans, and schemes he intended to try, convinced that at some point one of them
would pay off. 


“Maybe
tonight will be the night you’ll crack it,” Adam said, as kindly as possible.
Although in the back of his mind he felt strangely jealous of his friend’s uneventful
nights. While Charlie was tucked up in bed, he was going to be crossing Reverie
to the land of the Drőmer, where it was going to be cold, unfriendly, and
from recent experience, almost certainly dangerous. 











Chapter 4


When Adam found his way back
into Reverie the following night, popping into existence directly onto the deck
of Dreamskipper, the ‘going to be cold’ part of his prediction was instantly
proved true. The further east they travelled the colder it became. Initially,
there was just an occasional chilly gust that caught Adam unawares as he stood
on the deck, darting out unexpected from amongst the warmer air, but as the day
ticked along and morning turned to evening, the feeling of ice in the air
became inescapable.


Lucid
was shivering too, his normally cheerful face frozen into a miserable grimace.
He had a blanket wrapped around his shoulders, covering his long coat, jacket,
and shirt, but it didn’t seem to be doing much, other than providing another
surface for the icy cold to settle on. Nora hadn’t even ventured out onto deck,
and had glared at Adam when he had briefly opened the door to the small cabin,
letting in the cold. 


Bella
was implacable as always, although now and then she would flex her mechanical
arm and small shards of ice would splinter loose from spots where they had
started to form on the brass workings, shattering as they hit the deck of the
Dreamskipper. “It’s best to keep moving,” she had told Adam, the first time he
had seen her do it, “don’t want things to seize up, otherwise I’ll have the
Dreamer’s own time trying to get things working again.” 


The
only one not affected by the cold was Grimble, who was stood at the very front
of the Dreamskipper, looking out over the chilly mists of the Weave, the
winding river of dreams that connected much of Reverie snaking off into the
distance. The grey hair that covered Grimble’s face was flecked with frost,
turning most of it a dusty white, but it didn’t seem to bother him in the
slightest. Instead, he had a look of complete contentment on his face, there
was even a hint of what, on anyone else, Adam would have considered a smile. 


Leaving
Lucid to his shivering, Adam made his way to the prow and leant on the rail
alongside his Drőmer companion. The rolling mists of the Weave were gently
billowing around them as the Dreamskipper slowly made its way east, snakes of
the frozen vapour rising from the surface, speckled throughout with tiny,
sparkling crystals of ice. 


Looking
closely Adam thought he could see images flashing between the crystals, far too
small to see clearly. Fragments of dreams trapped momentarily within the ice.


“Beautiful
isn’t it,” Grimble muttered, almost too quiet for Adam to hear, and so unlike
him that Adam wondered if he had heard him correctly. 


“I’d
almost forgotten how wonderful it is; fragments of dreams frozen in time… you
don’t see it anywhere else in the world. I still remember the very first time I
saw this, when I first left home and travelled the Weave.” He sighed and turned
to face Adam, his face a contradictory mess of emotions. The smile was still on
his face, but there was an underlying sadness weighing it down. 


“When
we arrive, there are many things about Drőm which you may question, things
of which I am not proud, but whatever else you see on this journey I wanted to
show you that there is a wonder to the eastern lands that you won’t see
anywhere else in Reverie.”


“It’s
amazing,” Adam told his companion. “I’ve never seen anything like it.” 


Although
Grimble didn’t say anything, instead just staring out once again at the dancing
gusts of ice crystals, Adam could see the look of satisfaction on his face,
obviously pleased with Adam’s answer. 


 


The
journey was going to take several days, and much as he would have loved to
spend all of his time shivering on the deck of the Dreamskipper, after a few
hours Adam decided it was time to head back to the Waking World and try, if he
could, to make a bit of progress back at school. There were now only a few days
left until they broke up for the Christmas holidays and he was still well
behind in several of his lessons. 


It
didn’t seem entirely fair. Adam was pretty sure that some of the things that he
managed to achieve in the last few months, admittedly with a lot of help, had
probably saved not only Reverie but much of the world he knew back home as well.
Unfortunately, it wasn’t the kind of thing he could tell anyone about, and
definitely not something that would class as a good excuse for missing some of
his homework. He could imagine the look on Miss. Grudge’s face if he ever tried
to explain that he really would have done his history homework, but he was exhausted
from spending every night saving the world from the Queen of Nightmares and her
cabal of horrible henchmen. 


 


The
following day he spent the morning lessons trying his absolute best to
concentrate and be, if not a model pupil, at least one who gave the impression
of being awake. He more or less got away with it, with Charlie only having to
nudge him hard in the ribs once, when Miss. Grudge shot an unexpected question
in his direction. 


At
lunch, Charlie had a meeting about an upcoming science trip that he was unfathomably
excited about, so Adam found himself wandering around with Nora instead. It was
nice to get a bit of time on his own with her, away from all the complications
and problems of Reverie, and just act like two normal people for once. 


They
had just started to stroll over to the playing fields, enjoying the chance to
stretch their legs after a morning of sitting at cramped desks, when they
spotted something going on over at the far end of the sports pitch. Kids from
all around were gravitating to some sort of disturbance like excitable moths to
a flame. 


As
Adam and Nora got closer, they could hear shouts of encouragement and jeers
mixed in with the unpleasant sound of mud squelching. Shouldering his way
through the crowds, which was hard work, as Adam wasn’t particularly big,
strong, or naturally endowed in the shoulder department, he managed to get to
the front and see what all the fuss was about, joined a moment later by Nora. 


There
was a scrum of bodies in the middle of the crowd, a mess of muddy arms and legs
with some unfortunate soul trapped right at the bottom of it all. 


“That’s
enough!”


Miss.
Grudge's angry voice cut like a scalpel through the hubbub, which instantly
dropped into guilty silence. The scrum on the ground slowly unpeeled itself,
layer by muddy layer, revealing a small and very sorry looking grime-covered
shape right at its centre. The kids who had been gathered so enthusiastically
around the fight had begun to drift away, hoping to avoid whatever punishments
were undoubtedly about to be handed out, mainly to the miscreants in the middle
of the field, but with a reasonable chance of collateral damage to anyone else
unlucky enough to be within Miss. Grudge’s range. 


The unlucky
boy who had been in the centre of it all was now on his feet and was trying disconsolately,
and largely ineffectively, to scrape chunks of mud from his clothes and face. 


“It’s
that new kid, Ben,” Nora whispered across to Adam. “I knew some of the other
boys had it in for him, but I didn’t think they would go this far.” She sounded
genuinely upset and Adam could feel the guilt from before welling up again as
he looked at the miserable, muddy figure staggering around in front of them. 


His
inner voice, which he presumed was his conscience, although it generally just
seemed to be another version of himself that would invariably contradict,
criticise, or undermine whatever he happened to be thinking, chimed in. “Perhaps
if you had just stepped in the last time you had seen the older kids picking on
Ben in the playground, rather than just walking past, this wouldn’t have
happened.”


“Shut
up,” he told himself. “I did try… and all that happened is they chucked all my
stuff in a hedge and then beat him up anyway.”


“Some
hero you are,” his inner voice replied, smugly. 


“It’s
not your fault,” Nora said, as if she could sense what Adam was thinking, and
saving him from any further arguments with himself. “The only ones responsible
are the bullies and I have got a good mind…”


Adam
could see the first tiny tell-tale signs of shadows flickering around Nora’s
hands and wrists and grabbed her arm. 


“No,
no, no… you can’t do that here. I know you want to, but it might be rather hard
to explain.”


Nora
gave a grunt of frustration and relaxed her clenched fists. “Fine… I know,
although frankly they are asking for it. I would like to see how they find
someone bigger and meaner than them having a go back for once.”


Inwardly
Adam breathed a deep sigh of relief, although he was careful not to let it show
on his face. He was still getting to grips with the fact that Nora seemed to be
able to use whatever strange powers she had inherited in both worlds without
any particular problems. He was also getting increasingly worried that she was
slowly becoming more like Mittens, the ‘friendly’ Nightmare who had gifted her
those powers, and less like the Nora he thought he knew. 


She
was definitely more confident than she had been before, the small shy girl he
had first met a long distant memory, but recently she also seemed to be given
to increasingly sharp outbursts of temper, and this wasn’t the first time she
had threatened to use her powers without much thought about the consequences.
Sometimes he got the feeling that she was just waiting for an excuse to start
lashing out, the shadows beneath the surface itching to be released.


Adam
wasn’t exactly sure what would happen if Nora did decide to go full-on
‘Mittens’ in public, or what their classmates would make of a girl who could
summon shadowy tendrils at will, but he strongly suspected that it would
probably involve:


Lots
of screaming and running.


Some
shaky camera phone footage that would get more online hits than any number of
dancing cat videos.


A
chase scene with lots of police cars and helicopters. 


Eventually
spending an extremely long and very horrible time in some sort of secret
government laboratory. 


Admittedly
all of this was based entirely on the kind of thing that Adam had seen in
films, but it all seemed pretty likely and most definitely something to be
avoided, especially the last bit with the government laboratory.  


As
it turned out, despite Nora managing to keep a lid on her temper, they still
ended up getting in trouble, but at least it was just a regular detention with
Miss. Grudge rather than being taken away to be experimented on. Using her
normal approach to dishing out punishments, every pupil within a fifty-metre radius
of the fight ended up getting punished, which meant that Miss. Grudge had to
requisition the school hall just to fit everyone in.


 


It
meant that Adam was home late again, something that his mum was getting quite
used to. 


“It
really wasn’t my fault this time,” he explained. “I was just in the wrong place
at the wrong time… again.” 


“It’s
fine… and I do believe you,” his mum told him, as she served up their tea, “but
try and steer clear of trouble for a while if you can. You have more than
enough to deal with already.”


Adam
could feel the coldness of the pendant against his chest as she spoke, knowing
there was more truth in her words than she realised. 


 


When
Adam returned to the deck of the Dreamskipper that night, it looked like he had
arrived before Nora for once, with only Lucid, Grimble and Bella there to greet
him. 


“How
far away are we?” he asked. 


“Still
a way to go yet I am afraid,” Lucid replied, giving a quick nod in the
direction of the prow. “Although it gives us time for a bit of a chat.”


Taking
the hint Adam followed his lanky friend to the front of the barge, noticing
that Lucid took a quick look back over his shoulder to check that they were
alone before speaking. 


“So…
I thought I should perhaps give you a bit of a heads-up on what to expect in Drőm,”
Lucid told him, a mischievous glint in his eyes. “Up until now, you have only
met those Drőmer who have left their homelands in the east and chosen to
settle in cities such as Nocturne. Those settlers, including our good friend
Grimble, are considered to be rather soft and liberal by their fellows”. 


The idea
that Grimble, who Adam had always thought of as a disapproving glare on legs,
could be considered as soft, liberal, or anything other than extremely grumpy,
was almost impossible to take seriously. 


“You’re
kidding, surely. I remember when Grimble complained that having more than one
filling in a sandwich was dangerously self-indulgent.”


But
Lucid just shook his head. “Grimble is what you might call a ‘progressive’
amongst Drőmer. He was one of the first to settle in Nocturne, and when
the call for a new member of the Five went out, he was the first of the Drőmer
to come forward. More have settled since then, many more… but he was one of the
first. You wouldn’t think it now, with every race of Reverie welcome in the
city, all rubbing along together without a second thought, but there was a time
when the sight of a Drőmer was an unusual one.”  


“In
that case… what on earth are the other Drőmer like?” Adam asked. 


“As
I said, you have only met the Drőmer who chose to settle in the cities,”
Lucid replied. “Which is a choice which tends to attract those who are most
willing to open themselves up to new experiences, to mix with the other
residents of Reverie.”


Adam
thought back to Grimble’s obvious distaste when he had first spoken about the
strange city of Moonshine and its collection of odd residents, although their
adventures had changed his opinions significantly, and now he was a fairly
regular visitor to the city, in particular to the court of its queen Deliria.


Lucid’s
voice lost its playful tone as he continued, his expression becoming far more
serious. 


“But
now we are heading to the Drőmer homelands and you need to understand that
they don’t particularly like or trust the other races of Reverie. They are
extremely industrious, honourable, and brave. However, unfortunately, they are
also unwilling to give much time or attention to those that they don’t consider
meet those same standards… which is pretty much everyone else. They also aren’t
keen on the visiting Dreamers or Nightmares, treating them as an unwelcome
distraction at best, and a menace to peace and order at the worst.”


“So,
what would they make of Daydreamers then?” Adam asked. Up until now the
residents of Reverie had treated him as a hero, or at least an interesting
oddity, but from the sound of it, he couldn’t be sure of such a positive welcome
from the Drőmer. He knew that he had achieved a lot in his time in Reverie,
admittedly often with help, but ‘peace and order’ weren’t exactly words he
could associate with his adventures to date. ‘Chaos and accidental damage’ were
closer to the truth. The collapse of the Chimera building, the wreckage of Deliria’s
palace, the carnage in the Garden of Dreams… the list went on and on, none of
it sounding like it would do much to impress the Drőmer. 


Lucid
shrugged.


“Honestly,
I don’t know,” he replied. “They might admire your bravery and the fact that
you dealt with the worst of the Nightmares, at least for a while… so perhaps
they will consider you to be a hero…”


Adam
raised his eyebrows, there was an obvious unspoken “or” hanging at the end of
Lucid’s reply. 


“Or,”
his friend continued, “they might think that you are a menace, far too random,
powerful, and strange to be treated as anything other than a threat. But I am
sure we can cross that particular bridge when we come to it.”


He
patted Adam on the shoulder, in a rather half-hearted attempt to lift the glum
expression which had settled on his face. It didn’t really do much to improve Adam’s
mood, which was rapidly becoming as bleak as the surrounding weather. 


Shortly
afterward Nora arrived, stepping out of the cabin, with several layers of
blankets wrapped around her shoulders, although even with the added warmth of
the blankets Adam could see tinges of blue in her lips, which were set in a
miserable scowl. 


“Still
not a fan of the cold?” Adam asked. 


“No,”
she managed, through chattering teeth. “How much worse is it going to get?”


Before
Adam had a chance to answer, they were disturbed by a rather loud cough from
Bella, who waved Adam over. 


“Sorry
to interrupt your little chat,” she said, “but there is something out there,
something in the Weave, it’s been following us for a little while now.” 


Adam
didn’t question Bella, the relatively short time he had known her had been
quite long enough for him to trust her instincts, especially when it had anything
to do with the Weave or the wider sea of dreams. 


“What
is it?” he asked, peering back through the frozen mists in a rather vain and
optimistic attempt to get a glimpse of whatever it was Bella had sensed. 


“Not
sure,” she said, leaning casually against the rail at the rear of the
Dreamskipper, looking like she didn’t have a care in the world. “But let’s not
give ourselves away by staring behind us like startled little lambs.”


“Yeah…
sure, I mean… yup, fine.” Adam shifted position to try and match Bella’s relaxed
slouch, trying a few different and equally awkward poses before giving the
whole thing up as a bad job and returning to just resting both hands on the
rail. 


“It’s
big though, whatever it is,” Bella said. “There is a patch of the Weave a
little way behind us that is being disturbed by something. That patch is pretty
large… and it’s getting closer.”


Adam’s
next question hadn’t quite completed the journey from his brain to his mouth
before it was interrupted by a screeching noise that sent a sharp spike of pain
straight through his head. The noise was accompanied by a sudden and violent
thrashing that shook the surface of the Weave no more than fifty metres behind
them. Then something rose from amongst the mist, although to begin with Adam
couldn’t work out what he was now looking at. However, one thing was clear, and
that was that Bella had been right. Although it seemed to be without any
recognisable shape, whatever the thing was, it was big… really, really big. 


The
closer it got, the more Adam realised that his first impressions had been
correct, the thing chasing after them didn’t have a shape, or at least not one
that stayed the same for more than a few fractions of a second. Its form ebbed
and flowed, rippling across the surface of the Weave like the mists themselves
had come to life. 


The
icy flecks that Adam had previously admired dancing in the currents of the
Weave were there within the shape too, but rather than glimmering with the
light of dreams they were stained with a deep and hollow shadow that Adam
recognised only too well. 


“It’s
a Nightmare, an Incubo… somehow it’s possessed the Weave itself.”


“I’ve
never seen anything like it,” Lucid shouted across from his spot at the barges
wheel. “How could an Incubo ever have the power to do such a thing.”


Adam
didn’t have a clue, but he had a very strong feeling that any Incubo that powerful
was not something that they should mess with if they could help it. He clenched
his fist, automatically thinking of a Daydream to defend his friends, before
the feeling of the cold, inert metal of his pendant against his chest reminded
him that any attempt to fight off their pursuer with his Daydreams was likely
to end badly. 


“Can
we go any faster?” he yelled back across to Lucid, who shook his head in
response. 


“There
is too much ice in the Weave, it slows our progress.”


“Nora!”
Adam shouted across the deck, “a little help!”


“What
is that thing?” Nora yelled back, as the familiar shape of shadowy tendrils
began to form around her.  


Adam
shrugged. “Not sure… something big and not very nice is about as far as I had got
so far. Tell you what, give me a minute and I’ll go and ask it.”


“Sarcasm,
brilliant… really helpful,” Nora shook her head in exasperation, while at the
same time the shadows gathering around her became more substantial, one dark
tentacle after another materialising until she was almost completely enveloped.



Although
he didn’t say anything and was far too preoccupied with the pursuing monster to
give it too much thought, deep down Adam was pretty impressed… or slightly
worried, it was hard to decide between the two. He had never seen Nora summon
so many of the nightmare tendrils before and it was obvious that she had been
doing some practicing of her own, or just that she was getting stronger, more
attuned to the new side of herself that she had discovered in Reverie. 


By
now the pursuing mass had reached them, the undulating shape pulsating
unpleasantly as it seeped over the edge of the Dreamskipper and across the deck
towards them. There was a sizzling noise as the first of Nora’s dark tendrils
struck, cutting through it like a hot knife through butter. However, Adam’s
grin quickly faded as the shape almost immediately re-formed back into a single
mass, no sign of the damage Nora had just inflicted. 


Giving
an exasperated grunt Nora redoubled her efforts, lashing out with several of
the tentacles at once, which once again cut deep swathes through the creature.
Unfortunately for them it also healed just as quickly as it had before, its
insubstantial, misty shape reforming almost immediately.


“It’s
not working,” Lucid shouted across from the wheel, where he was stood wrestling
to keep the Dreamskipper straight with the odd mist creature dragging at it.  


“Thanks,
I hadn’t noticed!” Nora yelled back, as she continued to lash out at their
attacker, obviously frustrated by the mist monster’s apparent invincibility. To
make matters worse, rather than simply absorbing Nora’s blows, it started with
attacks of its own, waves of solid mist rising from the deck of the barge
before crashing down. Nora managed to fend off the first of these, raising a
barrier of her own dark tendrils, while Adam just about managed to dive out of
the way. 


It
was as he lay on his back, stunned by the sudden impact with the deck, that
Adam spotted something. There, just to his side was a small patch of the
creature that looked like it hadn’t reformed with the rest, a separate lump
lying there inert and still. More importantly, it looked like the piece was
coated in the icy flakes that Adam had admired, swirling in the Weave earlier.


“I
think that the cold…” Adam began, before he was interrupted by a further blow
from the mist creature hammering down onto the deck, hard enough to splinter
the wood inches from his head.


Pushing
himself to his feet and rolling away from the shattered planks Adam tried
again. 


“The
cold, where it’s been frozen, it doesn’t look like it healed!” he shouted. 


“Great,”
Nora replied, “so how exactly do we freeze it?”


“Not
completely sure on that one,” Adam admitted, wishing that his Daydreaming was a
bit more reliable. Even a couple of weeks ago he was pretty sure he could have
imagined himself as a massive snowman or dreamt up a really cold hailstorm… or
something. But now he was more likely to end up turning himself into something
completely useless, like a huge donut or a herd of tiny sheep. 


“I
should have something…” Adam hadn’t noticed Grimble come back out on deck, but
there he was, rummaging in the inside pockets of his robes. “There definitely
should be something that I can use… something cold…”


He
pulled out a glass vial, gave it an appraising glance, shook his head, and
threw it to one side. “Nope.” He did the same with the next two and with a
small paper-wrapped package about the size and shape of a firework.


“If
you’ve got something could you hurry it up!” Lucid shouted from the wheel, stepping
back as the mist creature lapped closer to him, nearly catching his feet.  


Grimble
continued with his searching, patting down pocket after pocket, leaning casually
to one side as a misty tentacle shot past his head. 


He
pulled out another small glass tube. “No… that one makes things explode.”


He
tried another. “Not that one either, it just makes things very, very sticky.”


And then
one final small packet no bigger than an egg. “Aha, perfect… cold. This one
should make things very, very cold indeed.”


By
the time Grimble had found what he was looking for the Mist Monster had covered
more than half of the Dreamskipper’s long flat deck and Lucid had been forced
to leave the wheel, just before he’d been completely enveloped. This meant that
the Dreamskipper was now slowly but surely drifting towards the nearest bank. 


“Hurry!”
Lucid shouted, backing away from the mist which was now once again dangerously
close to his feet. 


“Yes,
yes… fine,” Grimble muttered, fiddling with the package and pulling it into
two, then three pieces. “We need to hit it pretty much everywhere at once,
otherwise it will just come back stronger than ever…” 


He
stopped to look at the mist gathering all over the vessel, which had started to
throb unpleasantly, waves of dark shadows circling within it, like carp in a
pond. 


“…which
would be very bad.”


He threw
one of the sections of the package to Lucid and another to Adam, who just about
managed to gather it in his hands safely. 


“On
three,” Grimble instructed them, then stumbled as a lashing tendril from the
mist monster caught his knees, dropping him to the ground. 


“Blast
this, we go on one instead… One!” Grimble shouted and hurled his section of the
package straight at the mass of the creature closest to him. Across the other
side of the deck, Adam saw Lucid do the same, and holding his breath, smashed
his own straight into the centre of the beast. 


For
a moment nothing happened, but then a white icy lattice began to form across
the rippling dark mist, spreading outwards from the spot where Adam had hit it,
like early morning frost across a windowpane. Everywhere the white pattern
appeared the mist ceased its constant unsettling movement, frozen in place, and
within a very short time the whole thing was completely still. 


“Right,”
said Grimble, picking up a particularly large and nasty looking boathook with a
grim, calculating look on his face. “I’m not exactly sure how long the effects
will last, so I suggest that we do our best to smash… whatever this thing is,
into very tiny pieces as quickly as possible.”


Taking
his own advice, Grimble finished his sentence by swinging the heavy boathook
down as hard as he could on the section of the mist creature closest to him,
which immediately shattered under the impact. The resulting shards of frozen mist
flew across the deck of the Dreamskipper like shrapnel and Adam instinctively
covered his face with his hands in a futile attempt to protect himself, but as
it turned out he needn’t have bothered. Before the flying chunks had covered
even half the distance to Adam they began to dissipate, fizzing away into
nothingness, meaning that all that reached Adam were the very last vestiges of
smoky darkness, swirling past his face like dust. Even so, Adam was
particularly careful not to breathe it in.


Taking
their cue from Grimble, the rest of the group started to bash away with
whatever was closest to hand. In Bella’s case this was particularly
straightforward, her brass fist more than sufficient to smash the frozen
monster into pieces. For Adam it was a bit trickier, but he made do with
inexpertly swinging around one of the Dreamskipper’s punting poles, which still
seemed to do the job. 


Within
a couple of minutes there was no sign that the mist creature had ever been
there, let alone that it had come dangerously close to sinking the Dreamskipper
and her motley crew straight into the depths of the Weave. 


“Well,
that was… unusual,” Grimble muttered to himself as he fussed around, collecting
up the various vials and bottles he had discarded earlier, grunting in
disappointment when one of them was too cracked to stash back away in his
robes. 


“It
has been a while since we ran into an Incubo,” Lucid added, his brow furrowed
in worry. “That something so big and strong has been sent to stop us makes it
pretty clear that we are onto something… and that whatever is happening to the Stairway
isn’t just some random event. I’d hoped we’d done enough damage to the Nightmare
Kingdom to make us safe, at least for a while, but it seems I was mistaken.”


“At
least it means we’re doing something right,” Adam said, trying to find a silver
lining, which was quite tricky, what with their recent near-death experience. “I
mean, if something like that was sent to try and stop us, we’ve got someone… or
something worried. Although it also means that they know what we are up to,
which is less good.”


Lucid
gave a sorrowful look at the most badly damaged sections of the deck. “Let’s all
just get to Drőm as fast as we can, I don’t think that the Dreamskipper
can take another battering like that and stay afloat.” 


 


Fortunately,
the rest of the day passed without any further incident. Most of the time they
had available was split between carrying out minor repairs and sheltering in
the small cabin whenever the cold became too much to bear. By the time dusk
began to draw in they had succeeded in removing most of the more obvious signs
that the barge had been attacked, which might otherwise have been a bit tricky to
explain away once they arrived in Drőm. Adam got the feeling that a group
of visitors arriving on a battle-worn barge, having just escaped from a
possessed chunk of the Weave would not fit all that neatly into the ‘peace and
order’ category that the Drőmer were apparently so keen on. 











Chapter 5


Back in the Waking World, where
most people were blissfully unaware of things like giant possessed mist
monsters, the holidays were drawing ever closer. The Christmas lights had been
up for most of the last month, the local supermarket had several aisles
dedicated to seasonal ‘bargains’, and ‘It’s a wonderful life’ was about to be
on the television. 


Christmas
was coming with a vengeance, and even though it was the weekend, with no school
for the next two days, Adam didn’t feel in the least festive, excited, or even
interested. Normally by this time of the year he would be buzzing with
enthusiasm, making panicked last minute (and often rather badly advised) purchases,
but there were so many other things on his mind that he was finding it
impossible to enter into the holiday spirit this year.


Undeterred
by his friend’s uncharacteristic grumpiness, Charlie had called round first
thing in the morning and dragged him out of the house, so they could both visit
the local Christmas Market. Apparently, he had agreed last week that they would
go, although Adam couldn’t even remember discussing it, let alone making plans.



“Come
on mate, it’ll be brilliant, they’ve got a stall that just sells mince pies,
but with really odd flavour combinations, like carrot and ginger. Then there’s one
that sells very expensive chocolate, and I’ve been told that there is supposed
to be a really big gaming display,” Charlie enthused, jigging slightly from
foot to foot as they queued to get in. 


The
local Council had decided this year that the Market would be indoors and that
they would charge an entry fee for the privilege, so Charlie had turned up to
turf Adam out of bed particularly early to make sure they beat the rush.
Unfortunately, lots of other people seemed to have had the same idea, and for
the last fifteen minutes Charlie and Adam had been slowly shuffling towards the
door of the leisure centre which was hosting the fair.  


Adam
grunted noncommittally, his thoughts still stuck in Reverie, a million miles
away from over-priced chocolate treats. 


“Bah
humbug,” Charlie added, with a playful grin back over his shoulder, “you’ll
change your mind when we get in.” He paused and raised his hand in greeting. “Hey,
Nora… over here!”


“Morning
you two.” 


Nora
had obviously also decided to fully enter into the spirit of things and was
wearing a particularly awful Christmas jumper, massive bobble hat, and gloves
that looked at least two sizes too big. It was nearly enough to force a smile
back onto Adam’s face, but he was sufficiently committed to his current
grumpiness to fight off the temptation and maintained his current scowl
instead. 


“Do
you mind if I join my friends?” Nora asked the middle-aged couple queuing just
behind Adam and Charlie, “I wouldn’t normally push in, it’s just that they’ve
got my ticket.”  


Even
in his current mood Adam was impressed, Nora was giving off an aura of
incredibly innocent and enthusiastic sweetness, which in combination with her
rather over-the-top Christmas outfit turned out to be enough to charm her way
into the queue without any complaints. It was hard to imagine that this was the
same girl who a few weeks ago had been battling a horde of nightmare monsters,
largely by picking one up and then using them to hit the others. 


“How
did you manage that?” Charlie asked, impressed. “They don’t even sell tickets
for the Christmas Fair. You just pay at the door.”


Nora
just shrugged innocently. “Natural charm… talking of which how’s our grumpy
friend?”


“I
am here you know… and I am not grumpy,” Adam replied, his protestation rather
undermined by the obvious grouchiness in his voice.  


“Okay…
although you might want to let your face know,” Nora replied, sticking out her
tongue. “Still now we’re all here let’s see if we can make the most of it. I
quite fancy trying the cake stall, my mum and dad want me to pick them up some
Stollen and some fancy mince pies.”


Adam’s
ears had pricked up at the mention of food. Even in his determinedly miserable
state, he had to admit that cakes sounded pretty good. 


“Two
pounds please.” The bored-looking teenager at the door held out his hand
without looking away from his phone screen. 


“Better
be good cakes,” Adam muttered to himself, handing over his cash and wandering
into the leisure centre’s worn foyer.   


Although
things hadn’t exactly been easy recently, ever since they had defeated
Ephialtes Adam had felt pretty safe in the Waking World, with no sign of the
Nightmares that had, for a while at least, crossed over between the two worlds.
This, combined with the fact that Adam was busy grumbling away to himself, meant
he very nearly missed the warning signs that would previously have immediately
put him on his guard. 


They
were passing the Council’s flagship Christmas display just inside the main
entrance to the fair, when he got the feeling that something was wrong, hit
with the familiar, uncomfortable chill that he’d get whenever a Nightmare was
near. 


The
display was a fairly ghastly diorama, with a series of badly animated life-size
models of Santa and his elves sat around making toys, tapping away with tiny
hammers or tying ribbons around completed gifts. 


Adam
had always found these types of displays rather sinister, with their smiling
wooden faces and blank, staring eyes, but as they approached this year’s
display, he felt even more uncomfortable than usual. 


The
model nearest to them was one of the production line elves, fiddling with the
mechanism of a small clockwork soldier with a screwdriver which was much too
large to fit any of the parts of the toy it was supposed to be making. Like all
the other wooden mannequins it was repeating the same simple actions over and
over, doomed to never finish the task it had been set, but as Adam drew closer
the elf lifted its head and looked up, which Adam was certain it hadn’t done
before. 


The
other elves where still industriously working away, paying Adam and his friends
absolutely no attention, but he was pretty sure that the one that had caught
his eye had turned its head to follow them as he walked past. 


The
chill that had initially alerted him was still there, running up and down his
spine and making him shiver, but when he turned back away from the display to
share his concern with Charlie and Nora, he realised his two friends had gone
on ahead of him, heading straight for the stall serving hot mince pies. 


Despite
the busyness of the rest of the crowded hall, Adam found himself alone by the
display, everyone else clustered around the various stalls, and pretty much all
with their backs to him. 


“Okay,
this is just getting weird,” Adam muttered to himself, giving the elf a
particularly angry glare. “Come on then. I know that something bad is going to
happen, you may as well just get on with it.”


He
wasn’t particularly surprised when the elf’s wooden head turned back to look
directly at him, and even less surprised when he saw the gentle wisps of dark
shadow drifting out from the empty wooden eye sockets. 


He
had no idea how the Nightmares had managed to return to the Waking World, or
why they had chosen to turn up now, but what he did know was that he hadn’t got
any sort of defence he could hope to use. The bags of herbs he’d used
previously were back at home, safe in his bedside drawer where they’d been
relegated for the last few weeks, and his pendant wasn’t going to be able to
offer him much help in its current state. Being a Daydreamer was all well and
good he thought bitterly, but while it meant he was superpowered in Reverie, he
was still pretty useless in his own world.


Despite
all the things he’d achieved in Reverie, and everything that he had learned
about his Daydreaming, with his pendant damaged he felt every bit as vulnerable
and helpless as he had during the very first time a Nightmare had chased him,
when one had temporarily possessed the body of the unfortunate (and afterward
very confused) local Librarian. It had trapped him in the alley near Charlie’s
house, chilling him to the bone and draining his ability to run, or even
resist. 


That
had been the very first time that his pendant had come to the rescue, breaking
the Nightmare’s hold over him with a sudden pulse of heat and a shouted
warning, in what Adam had realised much later must have been his father’s
voice. But now, with another Nightmare right in front of him, and his friends
too far away to help, the pendant was doing nothing, just hanging heavy and
lifeless against his chest. 


He
could see the shadows gathering around the eyes of the wooden elf, beginning to
form something more solid and he tensed himself for the coming attack. He was
so tightly wound that he almost jumped out of his skin when a firm hand grasped
his shoulder from behind. 


“Adam…
Hi!”


Adam
span on the spot, released from the chill that had frozen him in place, fist
clenched and arm about to swing, only to see the smiling and annoyingly
handsome face of George, the older of the two new starters at his school, just behind
him.


Rapidly
trying to re-arrange his expression from one of panic and anger to one of
smiling normality, he got caught half-way between the two, ending up with a
face that was twisted into a horrendous gurning scowl. At the same time, he
tried to relax his arm and unclench his fist, resulting in a strange flapping
motion that was equally odd-looking. 


“Um…
you okay? Not disturbing anything am I?” George added, with an involuntary step
back, obviously not used to being greeted in quite such an aggressive and odd manner.



“No…
no fine thanks, just caught me by surprise,” Adam managed, which was true at least.
“You’ve come for the Christmas fair too then?” 


“Yeah,
me and my little brother, wherever he’s got to.” George looked back over his
shoulder. “Come on Ben. Adam and some of the others from school are here
already.”


Emerging
from amongst the throng of people still squeezing their way into the main hall,
Ben looked nearly as unhappy as Adam. His slight frame was swamped in a huge,
shapeless duffle coat with the hood still resolutely up, despite having made it
indoors and out of the cold.


“Honestly,”
George confided in Adam with a conspiratorial grin, “I don’t know how he
manages to find his way out of the house most mornings. I pretty much have to
hold his hand for everything. It’s terrible.”


Adam
managed a weak smile in reply, feeling rather more sorry for Ben than his
overconfident brother.  


“Hi,
George!” 


Nora’s
voice drifted across to them as she and Charlie made their way back from the
mince pie stand, both clutching half-eaten pastries of their own. 


“Glad
you could make it,” she continued as she reached them, giving George a
welcoming hug. “I wasn’t sure that you were going to remember.”


“Of
course,” he replied. “It sounded too good to miss. Thanks for letting me know
about it. We’re still finding our feet here and I wouldn’t have realised this
was even happening if you hadn’t told me yesterday.”


Adam
was watching the exchange with an increasing sense of dismay that he couldn’t
really explain. He had thought it was just going to be the three of them, but it
looked like Nora had invited George (and presumably also Ben) to the fair. He
hadn’t even realised that they knew each other, but from the hug, they seemed
to know each other pretty well. 


As
he watched Nora and George walk off back towards the various stalls and
traders, chatting excitedly to each other like they were old friends, he caught
Charlie giving him an appraising look. 


“What?”
he snapped, still shaken by the sudden appearance and equally sudden
disappearance of the Nightmare hidden within the wooden elf. 


“Nothing
mate… I just thought… actually, it doesn’t matter,” Charlie said, looking hurt.
“Anyway, I better get moving, there’s still a list of things my mum and dad
asked me to pick up while we were here.” 


Once
again Adam was left on his own, still standing by the horrible Christmas
Diorama. He turned to the wooden elf and jabbed his finger at it accusingly. 


“This
is your fault,” he muttered bitterly. “Whatever you are, stay away from me and
my friends.”











Chapter 6 


It was midday in Nocturne,
and the grand market square in the middle of the City was bustling with
activity. Although it was still over a week until the Winter Festival, the
traders who had set up stalls all around the edge of the square were doing a
roaring trade, selling hot snacks and warming drinks to the gathered shoppers
and a few enthusiastic revellers who were already getting into the holiday
spirit. This was helped along by the jaunty tunes being played by a travelling
Sornette band, who had set up camp in one corner of the square, sheltered under
a colourful awning decorated with their clan symbols. The cheerful melody carried
across the whole of the square, threading its way through the crowds like stitches
holding a patchwork quilt together, setting feet tapping and heads gently
bobbing in time to the music wherever it found a willing ear. 


The
daily activity of the City was in full swing, which meant that every now and
then the crowds would step aside to make way for a Dreamer and their Nightmare,
generally paying them very little attention. Amongst all the daily humdrum, no-one
noticed the short, cloaked figure standing quietly in the shadows, hidden away in
the entrance of one of the many narrow alleyways that connected the square to
the surrounding streets. 


There
was a gentle rush of air as a Sleepwalker appeared a dozen or so metres away
from the alley, close to the edge of the square and away from the main bustle
of activity. She was young, wearing thick, fluffy pyjamas, and a few seconds
after she popped into existence, she began a gentle walk towards the nearest
alley. As she drew closer, the cloaked figure rummaged in a heavy bag hanging
from its shoulder, pulling out a strange-looking metallic device about the same
size and shape as a dinner plate. With a deft flick of its wrist, the figure
threw the metal disc onto the cobbles just in front of the Sleepwalker, who
paid it no attention whatsoever, completely ignoring most of her surroundings
as Sleepwalkers always did. 


As
she walked over the disc it began to glow, reacting to her passing, the light
intensifying suddenly and violently. Her next step was faltering, a noticeable
change from the previous calm but constant stride. Then she paused completely,
frozen in place. Her rear foot was still stuck on the odd device, holding her
as securely as a bear trap. The light spread rapidly around her, becoming ever
brighter as it did so, and within moments the small figure was completely
enveloped. 


For
the briefest fragment of time a spark of awareness lit up her eyes, which
widened in sudden panic, and then she was gone along with the light, which
faded into nothingness just as quickly as it had appeared. All that was left
was the blank, dead metal of the disc on the cold cobbles of the street, with
no sign that the young sleepwalker had ever been there at all. 











Chapter 7


That night, when Adam
returned to Reverie it was to a very different atmosphere on the Dreamskipper.
There was an air of expectation hanging over the barge and Adam realised that the
end of their journey must be in sight. 


In
all honesty, it was a relief. He had only been back a few seconds and the cold was
already so bad that it was physically painful to stand on deck, the tiny
particles of frozen mist that had initially entranced Adam now razor-sharp against
his skin. 


As
miserable as he was finding it, he felt even more sorry for his companions. At
least he and Nora could return to the Waking World every night and spend some
time in warm homes or classrooms. The others had been spending their nights in
the cramped cabin at the back of the barge, which offered some shelter from the
wind, but could hardly be described as being particularly comfortable or warm. 


Grimble
was stood right at the front of the barge, the hair on his face frozen into
jagged clumps, glistening in the morning sun. Lucid and Bella were both at the
wheel, discussing something or other in low voices, and Nora was sat to one
side almost completely cocooned in a mixture of blankets, bits of sacking, and
pretty much anything else it looked like she had been able to find to keep
herself snug. 


When
she saw Adam, she gave him a wave, or at least the pile of sacks covering one
of her arms moved slightly. 


Then,
as the Dreamskipper rounded a final bend in the Weave, the mists around them
almost solid with cold, Adam was greeted with the welcome sight of Drőm. At
least he presumed it was Drőm, as there was almost nothing to see. Ahead
of them was a single wooden jetty, reaching out into the Weave, and that seemed
to be it.  


 “So,
what do you think?” Grimble asked, spreading his arms as they stepped off the
Dreamskipper and onto the wide, solid planks of the small dock. 


Compared
to the bustling waterfronts of Nocturne and Moonshine, with dozens of ships
constantly arriving and departing, the fact that there was just the one spot to
dock, and that they appeared to be the only vessel within sight, seemed remarkably
odd to Adam. 


“It
looks very… clean?” Adam managed, not really sure what else he could say. 


“Not
the dock you buffoon,” Grimble scolded. “Use your eyes.” 


Adam
squinted, trying to see what Grimble was talking about. It took a minute for his
eyes to adjust, compensating for the glare of the sun reflecting off the barren
white landscape surrounding the docks. Then he realised what he had been
missing. 


Now
he was paying attention he could see that the drifts of snow and banks of ice
were more orderly and organised than he’d first thought. What he had taken for
blank walls of frozen whiteness were regimented into lines, or more
specifically… streets.


“That’s
where they… where you… live?” 


Grimble
gave a fierce grin, obviously amused by Adam’s surprise and confusion. 


“Exactly,”
he replied. “There isn’t much of… well, anything out here. There is hardly any
wood, not a lot of stone… or at least not without digging through half a tonne
of snow to get there. But there is a lot of ice. Which is pretty much limitless,
extremely cheap, and a surprisingly versatile building material.” 


Now
Adam was paying more attention he spotted further signs of habitation. In the
distance, several tall iron pipes were jutting out from what he now realised
were broad, flat roofs of tightly packed snow, one or two of them even giving
off the occasional small puff of smoke. 


“Come
on then, no time to waste.”


Grimble
made an impatient gesture for the rest of the group to follow him, and without
waiting began to trudge through the snow towards the nearest icy wall. As he reached
the ice it looked for a moment as if he had suddenly vanished, disappearing
into the cold by some unseen magic, then Adam reached the same frozen wall and
he realised what had happened. 


The
uniform bright, reflective whiteness of the ice and snow had played tricks with
his eyes, and rather than being one long barrier, the wall of ice that Grimble
had disappeared around was, in fact, offset about a metre or so in front of
another. The whole arrangement looked like it had been designed to shelter a
pretty substantial opening from the cold winds gusting relentlessly from the
edge of the Weave. 


Rather
than anything sealing the entrance, there was just a large, open archway
leading to a broad corridor dug deep into the snow. To either side there were
further openings, although most of these did have doors of some kind, mainly
wooden, with their frames fitted tightly into the surrounding icy walls. Adam
presumed that these were entrances to individual homes, which was confirmed
when they passed one with an open door. Standing just inside was a particularly
small Drőmer, which Adam guessed must be a child. It was staring
inquisitively out at them, wide-eyed and open-mouthed. 


Compared
to Grimble with his rough, scarred face and greying thick facial hair, the
youngster looked much softer, almost cuddly. Its hair was shorter and downy
looking, lacking the slightly sharp, quill-like appearance of some of the hair
on an adult Drőmer’s face. 


Adam
risked a small, friendly wave in the little one’s direction, just as a much
larger Drőmer, who was presumably its parent, joined it in the doorway,
placing one hand protectively on the child’s shoulder. 


Adam’s
tentative wave had hardly been more than a slight waggle of his fingers, but
the adult Drőmer reacted as if Adam had made some sort of terrible threat.
With a scowl in Adam’s direction it dragged its offspring, who was still
staring at Adam and his friends, back through the doorway. Adam had one final
glimpse of the young Drőmer’s stunned expression before the door slammed closed
with such force that a small dusting of snow was shaken loose from the
surrounding wall. 


“I
was only being friendly,” Adam said to the world in general. Although he didn’t
particularly play up to the role it was undeniably nice being seen as a hero in
Reverie, and as a result most of the people he came into contact with seemed
pretty pleased to meet him. He wasn’t used to people hiding their children away
and slamming doors, and he certainly didn’t like the way it made him feel. 


“Don’t
worry,” Grimble told him gruffly. “Very few outsiders ever come here, so when
they do it’s a bit of a novelty.”


He
looked across at the firmly closed door and gave a slight pained grimace. 


“There
was a time when novelty was still seen as a good thing,” he added, “but now
anything unusual or different is seen as more of a threat than anything else.”


Adam
felt a pang of sympathy for his dour Drőmer friend. Despite his gruffness
and generally grumpy demeanour, Adam had slowly come to see the larger than
average heart that beat steadfastly underneath it all. Despite his excitement
to show them his homeland, it was clear that there were things about life in Drőm
that didn’t sit well with Grimble. The same things that had presumably prompted
him to leave in the first place. 


It
was a bit like when Nora had invited Adam and Charlie round to see her new baby
brother and he had gurgled once, given what had initially looked like a smile,
and then violently thrown up over Charlie’s lap. Nora had talked about her
brother pretty much non-stop before their visit, raving about how cute, clever,
and advanced for his age he was. Then he had been sick over Charlie’s new jeans
and her look of sisterly pride had crumbled, replaced immediately by
embarrassment. 


Since
then she had hardly mentioned him and made sure to only meet up with Adam and Charlie
somewhere other than her house, despite the fact Charlie hadn’t been in the
least bit bothered (and that Adam had found it hilarious).


“Come
on then, don’t dally,” Grimble growled back at them, hurrying them away from
his moment of awkwardness. 


There
was the occasional further doorway hanging open as they made their way deeper
into the strange town, but no more wide-eyed Drőmer youngsters.


“When
I said that there wasn’t much rock, I wasn’t being entirely honest,” Grimble
said, as they reached the end of a particularly long corridor. “There is one
very big bit of rock, a mountain in fact, right at the centre of Drőm. All
the old stories say this is where the Drőmer first came from, the point from
which the rest of the city slowly spread out, burrowing through the surrounding
ice and snow for hundreds of years.”


As
they had walked down the corridor Adam had noticed the walls changing around
them. Where there had formerly been nothing but packed ice and snow was slowly
changing to hard, dark stone, and the entrance they had come to at the far end
of the corridor was more like the opening to a cave than anything else. 


“This
is the heart of Drőm,” Grimble told them, pointing through the entrance.
“This is where we will find the Cogsmith.”











Chapter 8


As soon as they entered the
chamber Adam realised why it had to be formed from rock. The change from
freezing cold to an oppressive heat was immediate. The whole place was bathed
in a warm orange glow, reflected heat from the huge furnaces that burned
continuously in the pits burrowed deep into the bedrock. There were a few small
benches against the walls of the chamber alongside machines of highly polished
brass. Each was surrounded by a network of copper pipes, metallic veins and
arteries feeding the steady beating heart at the very centre of it all, a
massive circular workbench, towering above them. 


The
workbench itself was hollow, giving the whole thing the appearance of a giant,
metal donut. Adam was fairly sure he could see a large figure sat right in the middle
of the strange construction, but it was too far away, and the air too misted
with warmth, to make out any detail.  


Surrounding
the bench were half a dozen Drőmer scuttling backward and forwards through
the air, dangling from leather harnesses, giving them far more grace and mobility
than their earthbound colleagues. Some were carrying various pieces of
equipment or tools from the stores set high into the walls, sat snuggly under
an intricately carved, vaulted ceiling. Others were hanging directly over the
workbench itself, working away industriously and paying Adam and his companions
as much attention as they obviously felt they deserved, which was none at all. 


“This
is where the very best of our work is forged,” Grimble said, with a proud smile
tickling the grey whiskers around his mouth. “It took time to learn how to
create the greatest of our inventions. For decades we laboured away with one
metal after another, each one strong in one way and weak in another, trying to
find that mysterious, elusive perfect material. Then one of the trainee Smiths
made a mistake; they included a second metal in the mix, and to their surprise,
the end result was stronger and more flexible than anything that had been seen
before. Before long even the Master Smiths were mixing different metals
together, looking for even better alloys, each one stronger than the sum of its
parts.”


Reaching
down he picked up a small device from the nearest workbench, gave it a critical
look, and placed it down again with a sigh. “Sadly, it’s a lesson that we
failed to apply to other aspects of life.” 


Adam
could feel the heat gently curling the hairs on his arms, exposed to the air by
the short sleeves of his t-shirt. It wasn’t painful, or even that
uncomfortable… yet, but he was pretty sure he wouldn’t be able to stay in the
chamber for too long before it would begin to hurt. He hadn’t got a clue how the
Drőmer who were working close around the furnaces, wearing heavy leather
aprons and thick fabric smocks stained with soot, were able to bear the heat. 


One
of those working nearest to them pulled a small speaking tube from a
compartment fixed to the wall and spoke a few hushed words. Moments later there
was a deep, reverberating wail from the speakers set around the chamber and the
dangling workers ceased their orbit of the workbench, winching themselves back
to the edges of the room. There was a further rumble, and a larger, indistinct
shape began its slow descent from the opening in the centre of the suspended circular
bench. 


As
the looming shape drew closer Adam could see that the figure was no ordinary Drőmer.
For a start, he was much bigger than any Adam had seen before, nearly as tall
as Adam and at least twice as wide. A more obvious difference was that ninety
percent of the Drőmer’s body appeared to be mechanical, cogs whirring and
pistons hissing on a rough, oversized facsimile of a regular torso, balanced on
top of a twin set of heavy-duty tracks. Even the ancient-looking face hadn’t
escaped from some sort of mechanical upgrade. The shrewd gaze that met Adam came
from a single eye, the other covered with a red crystal lens with a highly
polished brass surround. When he spoke, the Drőmer’s voice was strong and
clear, filled with authority, although there was still a sense of age to it,
hanging off the edge of his words like cobwebs around the workings of an
ancient machine. 


“I
am the Cogsmith, welcome to my Forge.”


To
Adam’s side, he could see Grimble dipping his head in respect and tried his
best to do the same, unsure whether he should also offer his hand in greeting.
That conundrum was solved for him when the Cogsmith reached out with a hand of
his own, or at least something that perhaps once had fingers and a thumb but
now looked closer to a claw in a fairground grabber. 


After
a cursory squeeze of Adam’s fingers, thankfully not too hard, the ancient Drőmer
waved them across to a table set in the corner of the chamber, where food and
drink had been laid out. 


“Please,
help yourselves, then we can speak.”


Adam
waited politely to see if their host was going to take some food first, but the
Cogsmith just stood there watching them expectantly. 


“I
wouldn’t wait for me… this body is pretty much beyond the need for much in the
way of food these days.” 


“So,
what can I do for you?” the Cogsmith asked as they finished helping themselves,
tiny pistons hissing as a shard of burnished brass lifted up above the red lens
of his left eye.


Adam
presumed that this was the equivalent of a raised eyebrow, torn between being
impressed at the fact that such as small detail could be recreated, and a
slight underlying horror at how far removed from his original self the Cogsmith
must now be. 


“I
rarely entertain visitors these days, there is always too much to do and too
little time… but I heard stories about a young Daydreamer causing something of a
fuss across Reverie, so I decided to make an exception when I heard you had
docked here.” The Old Drőmer paused and stared straight at Adam with his
oddly mismatched eyes. “But no one comes to see me without wanting something…
and I presume that you are the same.”


He
turned his gaze momentarily to Bella, who nodded, the fingers of her own brass
hand flexing unconsciously.


Adam
couldn’t deny that he had a selfish motive for being here and was feeling
strangely guilty about the fact, despite all the effort and trouble he and his
friends had gone through to get here. 


He
didn’t immediately say anything, reaching inside his t-shirt and pulling out
the pendant, before lifting the chain from around his neck and carefully gathering
the whole thing in his open hand. 


“It’s
this,” he admitted, holding it out in front of the Cogsmith, hand shaking
slightly with sudden nerves. He had balanced all of his hopes and fears on this
moment, teetering precariously on the narrow chance that the stories that Bella
had told him were true and that this odd, elderly Drőmer was as capable as
she seemed to think.


“Interesting,”
the Cogsmith muttered under his breath. “I was expecting something a bit more extravagant,
but I see the problem.” 


He
stopped and fiddled for a moment with the ruby lens covering his other eye,
looking more closely at Adam’s pendant, one metal finger tracing the shallow
scar on its surface. 


“Very
interesting indeed. I have never seen this kind of damage before, it doesn’t
look like normal wear and tear, nor does it seem to be the result of any sort
of impact… hmmm.”


Gently
closing his clawed hand around the pendant and taking it from Adam, he looked
even more closely. 


“The
scar on this is most irregular, it seems almost organic. Definitely more
interesting than first impressions might have suggested… but I am afraid that
the hour is late, and this may take some time.”


He
handed the pendant back to Adam, releasing a small hiss of steam from the tiny
vents on each metal knuckle as his grip relaxed.


“I
have lodgings arranged for you. I will send for you once I am able, until then
please consider yourselves my guests.”


“But…”
Adam began, then stopped as he felt Grimble give a warning tug on his arm. 


“Thank
you for your time. I presume we need to go this way…” Grimble gestured to the exit,
“and… erm, then we just…” but the Cogsmith had already turned away and was
ascending back towards the giant, airborne workbench, looking rather like an
unusually heavy, elderly cherub, “…right… goodbye then.”


“Okaaay
then,” Adam said. “So now what.”


The
Drőmer closest to them stopped their industrious polishing of the nearest
brass conduit, handed Grimble a small sheet of paper, and muttered something indecipherable
to him, pointedly turning their back on Adam and his companions. 


“Right
then,” Grimble said, giving the folded parchment a quick glance. “I have been
given directions to our lodgings, so if you all want to follow me?” 


The
next two chambers that they passed through, with Grimble leading the way like
the world's least enthusiastic tour guide, were also both workshops, although
nowhere near the scale of the cavernous room they had just left. 


“Drőmer
certainly seem to like making things. Don’t you have any restaurants or, you
know… fun stuff?” Lucid asked.


“It’s
part of who we are. The Drőmer have lived in the same way for as long as
anyone can remember,” Grimble explained, unfazed by Lucid’s question. “And our
traditions, particularly when it comes to ‘making things’, are a very important
part of that.”


He stopped
to pick up a half-finished trinket from the nearest bench, lifting it to the
light and squinting critically.


“The
ability to invent, to craft and create has always been at the centre of
everything we do. The greatest respect and authority… and eventually, power and
wealth all go to our most successful Smiths and Artisans.”


As
he replaced the trinket, he gave a slight shake of his head, which Adam
presumed meant that the unfinished piece hadn’t quite met Grimble’s standards. 


“Right
at the very top of our society you have the most famous of our inventors. Each
one of them would have at least one blueprint for an invention or device that
could be recreated time and again in perfect detail. This would mean every item
they make is flawless, attracting the highest prices. Each Master Smith would
then take on one or two apprentices and pass down the formula, but they would always
include one minor flaw or discrepancy in the instruction they pass down. Then
the apprentice would pass it down to several assistants of their own,
introducing a further flaw of their own. This would continue again and again
till you reach the lowest levels of Drőmer society.”


“Doesn’t
that mean that the things you get if you are unsuccessful or poor are riddled
with mistakes?” Adam asked, not sure if he had grasped the complexities of Drőmer
society.


Grimble
nodded. 


“To
a degree, yes. It is a system that has maintained the social structure of Drőmer
society for centuries, intended to keep the greatest Smiths, Inventors, and
Engineers at the very top, able to command the highest prices.”


“And
does it?”


“Sadly…
no. Not anymore,” Grimble conceded. “It did for a while, it was a source of
pride, a sign of a genuine meritocracy. Only if you were one of the very best
would you rise to the top, and when you did then all the secrets of the world
would be opened up to you.”


His
eyes darkened with remembered bitterness as he continued. 


“That
was how it was supposed to be, but as with so many things in life, wealth and
power will always trump talent and hard work in the end.”


Continuing
his explanation, he led them from the workshops and out into another low,
narrow corridor, the walls returning once again to compressed snow and ice. 


“One
by one the best apprentice positions were given to members of the richest and most
well connected Drőmer families, with the secrets of the Master Smiths
going with them. They weren’t the best, the most talented, or even those with a
particular willingness to learn. Many were lazy, useless, and witless… and that
was often the better ones.”


Grimble’s
voice had got increasingly gruff as he continued. It was clear to Adam that the
subject was one that was close to Grimble’s heart.


“Without
an influx of new and truly talented Smiths and Alchemists rising through the
ranks, the rate at which new inventions and discoveries came through slowed
dramatically, the new apprentices happy to just peddle the existing formulas
and blueprints they had inherited. We went from being a race of thinkers,
inventors, and artisans, to what we are now… a people that live in a vacuum, constantly
recycling our past glories, rarely creating anything new or adding to the
world.”


Grimble
stopped by the nearest door, its dark wood stark against the white of the icy
walls. 


“Still,
that’s probably enough of the history lessons for now. It looks like we have
arrived.”


With
that he gave the door a rather forceful knock, the momentum of his hand perhaps
sped by the old anger that Adam could sense bubbling under his words, and
moments later the door creaked inwards. 


The
Drőmer that greeted them rather shyly as they entered was very different
to the others that Adam had met. For a start, while the other residents of Drőm
had generally treated Adam and his friends with thinly veiled suspicion and
distrust, or at the very best stared at them as if they were some sort of
bizarre novelty, she did actually seem quite pleased to see them, just a bit nervous.



She
was dressed in the familiar, rather dour, Drőmer robes, although hers were
quite heavily stained with patches of oil and the occasional burn mark. Over
this, she wore a sturdy leather apron, tied securely at the waist, and so long
that the bottom of it brushed against the ground as she bobbed up and down
nervously. The front and sides of the apron were completely covered in pockets,
the large central pouch in combination with the anxious bobbing making her look
like a small, grubby kangaroo. 


“Ummm…
Hello,” she managed to blurt out rather breathlessly between bobs. She held out
a small hand in greeting, her fingers even grubbier than her robes. When Adam held
out his hand in return she looked down, apparently noticing the dirt for the
first time, and wiped her fingers across her robe in a vain attempt to clean
them. If anything, it had the opposite effect, adding some fresh greasy stains,
which Adam did his best to ignore as they finally shook hands. 


Despite
her nerves, her grip was firm, and Adam could feel the rough callouses on her
fingers, rubbing like sandpaper across his own, softer skin. 


“I’m
Greta,” she added as she released his hand, stepping back and fiddling with the
various pockets on her apron, occasionally making eye contact before her gaze darted
away again.


As
far as Adam could tell she was quite young. Her facial hair was coloured a
light reddish-brown, with a series of marks across her face where it looked
like the hair had been burnt away, leaving small, irregular bald patches. 


“So
how come you get to look after us then?” Grimble asked her, “I presume you drew
some sort of short straw?”


“No…
I um… I volunteered,” Greta replied, briefly looking across at Grimble before
her eyes once again flicked away to stare at the comparative safety of the
floor.


“Well,”
Lucid said. “I must say that it’s a pleasure to have someone happy to see us,
or at least I presume there was some reason that you volunteered?” 


His
words were friendly, but he left the last question hanging, waiting for an
answer like a fisherman’s hook camouflaged with a harmless looking lure, and at
the back of his mind Adam wondered how much the recent events in Reverie had
changed his friend. 


When
Adam had first met him, he had immediately warmed to Lucid’s constantly
cheerful nature and friendly manner. Although he was still the friendly,
smiling character that Adam knew, more and more often Adam now found himself
spotting hidden undercurrents when Lucid’s spoke, a keen intelligence weaving
deeper questions within his innocent-sounding words. 


Ever
since the Lady had vanished, during their very first battle against the Horror,
the Five had been without a recognised leader. Slowly but surely, and a little
unwillingly, Lucid has settled into that role. Protecting the rest of the group
was part of the new responsibility that now lay heavily across his shoulders,
and although he didn’t have the same odd powers as Adam and Nora, the alchemy
of Grimble, or the clockwork strength of Bella, he did have the quick wits and
keen mind of the Sornette. 


His
question had thrown the young Drőmer into a mild panic, who was now twisting
her thick fingers around each other anxiously.


“Yes…
of course… at least… I mean I wanted to meet you,” she said. She looked up again
and with what Adam presumed was an act of particular effort, managed to
maintain eye contact with Lucid. 


“I
don’t get out very much,” she admitted, “but I’ve heard so much about the
Cities outside of Drőm. It was too good an opportunity to miss, I had so
many questions and…” 


She
slowly ground to a halt, her temporary burst of enthusiasm outweighed by
returning embarrassment.   


“I
am sure we would be happy to share stories of Nocturne with you,” Lucid told
her more kindly, seeming to be satisfied with her answer. “But first it would
be good to sit down for a bit if that’s okay. It’s been a very busy day.”


“Oh
of course… sorry… please make yourselves comfortable,” Greta stuttered, ushering
them in. 


Making
themselves comfortable looked like it might not be quite as easy as she made it
sound. The room was sparsely furnished and could only really be described as
functional at best. There were a couple of hard looking wooden benches and
stools, designed for Drőmer, which meant that Adam had his knees up close
to his elbows by the time he was seated. Nora and Bella were similarly hunched,
but neither compared to the sight of Lucid trying to accommodate his lanky
frame on one of the low stools. Adam watched his friend try one awkward and
uncomfortable looking pose after another, until he gave the whole thing up as
bad job and slumped cross-legged onto the floor.


Having
watched his friend's struggles in grim amusement, Grimble lowered himself gently
onto one of the other stools, giving a grunt of satisfaction as he took the
weight off his feet and made a great show of relaxing, which Adam presumed was
largely for Lucid’s benefit. 


“So,
what happens now then?” Adam asked. “I mean I appreciate your hospitality and
everything, but we were hoping that the Cogsmith would help us. There was
something that we needed mending, something important.”


If
anything, Adam’s question seemed to make Greta even more uncomfortable,
fiddling again with her apron, unconsciously moving small cogs and spools of
wire from pocket to pocket.


“He was
welcoming enough,” Adam added, “but I kind of got the feeling that he was
brushing us off.”


“I
am sure it won’t be too long before he helps you,” Greta said. “The Cogsmith is
always very busy, and recently even more so than normal, but I am sure he will send
for you soon. He is a… good person. Underneath all the pieces that he has added
over the years there is still a kind Drőmer heart, one that took me in and
cared for me. You shouldn’t believe what they say.”


“What
do they say?” Lucid asked languidly, “because to be honest, up until now I
hadn’t heard a thing.” 


“Um…
nothing, just silly chatter,” Greta replied, looking increasingly like a
trapped animal, one that was beginning to regret inviting a group of predators
into its den. Adam couldn’t help feeling sorry for her. She seemed to be genuine
and keen to help, just so full of nerves that they were spilling out every time
she tried to speak. He cast around in his mind for the right word and
eventually came up with ‘jittery’ as an appropriate description. She was
definitely ‘jittery’, more so than seemed to be necessary. Still, he decided to
help her out and ask a less difficult question.


“So,
tell me a bit about yourself. You look like you work in one of the laboratories?”


Greta
looked back down at her apron, running her fingers along the ridged leather
seam of the central pocket and smiled, the first genuinely relaxed expression
Adam had seen on her face since they had arrived. 


“I
sometimes forget that not everyone dresses like this all the time,” she
admitted. “But as far back as I can remember I have spent all my life in the
workshops and laboratories, so it’s all I need.”


Adam
nodded in encouragement but didn’t speak, leaving an empty space for her to
fill. 


“I
got taken on as an apprentice,” Greta continued, “even though I don’t have any family
connections to speak of. They said that the Cogsmith chose me personally…
although I don’t get to see him as much as I used to. I am pretty good with my
hands… or at least I like to think so. I’ve invented a couple of things,
nothing special of course… and I’ve helped out with others. I owe the Cogsmith a
lot, so I do whatever I can.”


“So
how long do we have to wait here?” Nora asked, returning to Adam’s earlier line
of questions, but with a more obvious undercurrent of impatience, obviously
itching to get moving again. 


“I’m
sorry, I really don’t know,” Greta admitted, her nerves returning almost
immediately. “But I can check for you. Wait here, I’ll be as quick as I can.”


She gave
them all one last apologetic look, before slipping out of the door, which swung
gently closed behind her. 











Chapter 9 


“I don’t think she’s much of
a people person,” Lucid said, shaking his head, “but she seems nice, or at
least well-meaning. I suppose for the minute we do what she suggested. We try
and make ourselves comfortable, get a bit of rest.” 


He paused
to crick his neck, still stiff after the battle on the Weave, and not helped by
his failed attempts to squeeze himself into the Drőmer sized chairs,
before concluding wearily, “which is probably something we all need anyway.” 


Taking
Lucid’s advice, Adam tried to relax, not sufficiently to run the risk of
falling asleep, but at least take some of the ache out of his limbs. 


Even
with his best efforts to walk that fine line between rest and sleep, after an
hour or so he could feel his eyelids starting to droop, but before he dropped
off completely, he was startled by the sound of approaching footsteps.


The
door to their lodgings swung open, but instead of the rather apologetic and
gentle swing that would have signified Greta’s return, it opened with a bang,
clattering back against the walls of the small room. 


Partly
because of the rather rude way they had entered the room, and partly because
Adam was starting to get a sixth sense about this sort of thing, Adam could
tell the new arrivals were going to be trouble. The feeling wasn’t due to any
sort of special power, just as a result of numerous, and generally bad,
experiences during his time in Reverie. 


Of
their three uninvited guests, two of them looked like they were guards, or at
least hired muscle of some sort. They didn’t have much to say for themselves,
settling for glowering from either side of the room and looking menacing. A far
cry from the foppish and hugely incompetent Drőmer guards Adam had met in
Moonshine, these looked far more serious about their work, dressed in heavy
armour, with spiked metal gloves on each hand. 


The
third appeared to be older than the others and was dressed in fancy looking
robes, lined with fur. He had deep grey hair across his face, carefully
sculpted into a series of curls and waves, which was presumably a sign of some
kind of seniority, although Adam thought it looked fairly ridiculous. 


Without
pausing to introduce himself or indulge in any sort of nicety, the older Drőmer
pulled a sheet of paper from his pocket, consulted it quickly, and then proclaimed
to the room in general. 


“By
the order of the High Council, you are charged with spreading sedition and
bringing unwarranted ideas into Drőm.”


“What
is this?” Grimble growled, rising from his seat and facing the speaker, hands
on his hips and face set in an even more thunderous look than normal.
“Spreading sedition indeed… we haven’t been given the chance to speak to anyone
since we arrived, let alone go around spreading ‘unwarranted ideas’… which is
an interesting term by the way. When did you come up with that one?”


“You
are to be held for questioning,” the officious looking Drőmer told them,
pointedly ignoring Grimble’s comments and looking at the rest of them over his half-rimmed
spectacles with disdain. 


“On
what grounds?” Lucid asked incredulously. “We are guests of the Cogsmith, he
invited us to stay and that is all we have done… waiting for hours in this tiny
room for someone to come and speak with us.”


The
Drőmer just smiled unpleasantly at Lucid’s protests. “How very strange,”
he said, “as it was the Cogsmith himself that ordered your detention.”


Nora
gave an angry hiss and Adam could see her fist beginning to clench. 


“Let’s
just take it easy for the moment,” he told her. “I’m sure this will all get
sorted out without needing anything more… um… lively.”


The
Drőmer guards, despite their outward façade of toughness, were beginning
to look nervous, and Adam could see the one standing nearest to Nora breath a
fairly obvious sigh of relief as she did her best to relax, loosening the
tightness in her hands, the gathering wisps of shadow drifting away into
nothingness. 


“Fine,”
she muttered, “we can wait I suppose, but they better hurry up and sort this
out.” 


The
officious looking Drőmer, who appeared to have completely overlooked the
potential drama about to explode in his face gave an impatient harrumphing
noise. 


“You
and your companions are to accompany me to an audience with the Cogsmith, where
he will pass judgement.”


“Judgement…
Judgement!,” Grimble roared, almost apoplectic with rage, drowning out the drawl
of their visitor. “So now it’s come to this has it. It makes me ashamed to call
myself a Drőmer. I presume we still retain the right to speak in our
defence at this audience.”


The official
nodded curtly. 


“Well
at least that hasn’t changed,” Grimble muttered. “There are a few things I can
think of saying for a start.”


The
two guards guided them to the door and out down the nearest passageway, one
leading the way and the other following, still rather nervously, a little way
behind. 


As
they walked, Adam found himself falling into step alongside Grimble, whose face
was still flushed with barely suppressed anger. 


“What’s
going on?” he asked. “It sounds like you know about this ‘audience’ that they
were talking about.”


“Hmmph,”
Grimble gave a disgruntled snort. “It’s one of the duties, or privileges,
depending on how you look at it, for the head of the Drőmer, which for as
long as I can remember has been the Cogsmith, to sit in arbitration when there
has been the accusation of some sort of crime or wrongdoing.”


As
he spoke, they were directed down a second, slightly wider corridor, and out of
the corner of his eye, Adam could see a few clustered groups of Drőmer
staring at them curiously. Adam wondered what they must look like to the regular
residents of Drőm, an odd mixed group of humans, Sornette and Drőmer,
being escorted under armed guard. No wonder they were getting suspicious looks
and causing muttered comments. He couldn’t make out what they were saying, but
he doubted that it was, “look at that fantastic group, don’t they look brave
and spiffy.” 


“I’ve
been to one of these hearings before,” Grimble continued. “It was before I left
Drőm and travelled to Nocturne… right before as it happens. Even then the
Cogsmith was a closed-minded fool, and I don’t think that the last thirty years
have made him any better.”


He
paused as the group drew to a halt in front of a set of double doors, larger
and more impressive than any they had previously come across. More Drőmer
guardsman stood to either side, and as with the two who had escorted them here,
they looked like they took their job pretty seriously. What could be seen of
their eyes, between the thick hair covering their faces and the low, solid-looking
helmets, was unfriendly and alert. 


Their
escort nodded to the guards who pulled the doors open and they were all ushered
inside. The Drőmer official paused as they entered, giving Adam and his
friends time to take in the impressive surroundings. 


The room
they entered was much larger than Adam had expected, stretching off into the
distance. Unlike the previous, smaller chambers, the icy walls were reinforced
at regularly spaced intervals with intricately carved, but still very solid
looking, metal beams. 


Even
in their current predicament, Adam couldn’t help admiring the workmanship, each
beam was in the shape of the trunk of a great tree, with increasingly slender
metal branches splaying off and forming a latticework across the roof of the
chamber, where they met and entwined. 


Most
of the room was taken up with aisles of seats, although the majority of them
were currently empty, and at the far end, there was a raised platform with a large
central throne. It looked like it had been heavily adapted over time to allow
for the Cogsmith’s rather unusual physique. He was already seated, although he
was turned to one side and barely acknowledged their arrival. 


It
wasn’t this that held Adam’s attention though. Instead, standing alongside the ancient
Drőmer was a figure that Adam recognised all too well. One which he hoped
he had seen the last of back in Moonshine. Slim, well-dressed, and completely
non-descript, the kind of man who you would generally forget as soon as you
looked away. But in Adam’s case, the man’s bland features were burned into his
brain, the memory of their previous meetings still fresh and painful.


“It’s
Chimera,” he muttered to his friends, although there was no need, as it was
clear they’d also immediately recognised the distant figure. Grimble in
particular was giving a deep and impressive scowl, looking spectacularly angry even
by his high standards. 


The
last time they had met Chimera, if that was the right way of describing their battle
as the Palace in Moonshine slowly tore itself to pieces around them, he had been
doing his best to destroy both Moonshine itself and its rather unusual Queen,
Deliria. To Adam’s surprise, amongst all of his companions, it had been Grimble
that had developed a particular attachment to the Queen and who had formed an
equally strong dislike of Chimera as a result. 


Looking
at the stormy expression on Grimble’s face it was obvious that he was still
holding a grudge… a big one. 


Chimera
was dressed exactly as Adam remembered him, wearing a smart-looking suit of a
dull material that seemed to absorb the surrounding light, as grey and featureless
as the man himself. As before, the only unusual elements of his outfit were the
dark leather gloves that Chimera insisted on wearing wherever he went, a camouflage
to hide away the glowing appendages that took the place of regular skin and
bone, a sign of the man’s mixed heritage. Like Adam, Chimera had been born half-man
and half-dream, but unlike Adam, he had decided early in his life that it was a
curse rather than a blessing, and he had used every means at his disposal to
try and bring down the Dream World that he held responsible for his self-hatred.



There
was a time that Adam had felt sorry for Chimera, a man trapped deep within his
own confusion, but he had done too many unforgivable things for any of that sympathy
to remain. Now the only emotions that seeing Chimera brought back were anger…
and fear. Whatever Chimera was here for could only be bad. Bad for Adam and his
friends, and bad for the whole of Reverie. 


The
ancient Drőmer finished his muttered conversation with Chimera, who nodded
curtly and then backed away from the Throne, before turning and striding from
the room, without giving Adam and his friends even a cursory glance. 


“He
must have seen us, but it’s like we're not even here,” Lucid whispered to
Adam’s side. “What in the Great Dream is he up to?” 


“I
think we might be about to find out,” Adam replied, as the Cogsmith raised a
hand and beckoned for them to approach. 


The
group shuffled forward, Adam finding himself thinking of the one or two… or
maybe three, but definitely no more than three, times that he had been called
in to see the headteacher at school. Whether it was the imposing nature of the
surrounding chamber or the age and importance of the Cogsmith, Adam could feel
a rising sense of guilt, even though he wasn’t sure why… or for what. 


“I
very much regret that we now have to meet like this.” The Cogsmith’s voice
echoed through the room, even stronger and deeper than Adam remembered him
sounding back in the Forge. For a minute he couldn’t work out why he sounded so
different, then he spotted what looked remarkably like speakers hidden away
high on the pillars either side of them. 


“I
wonder whether that’s another trick Chimera has taught him,” Adam wondered,
then realising he was saying it out loud, he bit his tongue and settled into
silence. 


“All
are welcome in Drőm,” the Cogsmith continued, although Grimble’s derisive
snort was still audible above the boom of the oddly amplified voice. 


“But
that welcome relies upon visitors showing respect for our customs. I can’t tell
you how much it saddens me to hear that you have failed to do so.”


The
Cogsmith gave a particularly withering look in Grimble’s direction. “It’s
especially disappointing when one of our own has played a part in those
crimes.”


Reaching
out and placing a calming but surprisingly firm hand across Grimble’s chest,
preventing him from storming towards the throne, Lucid raised the other in
question. 


“We
are yet to be made aware of this supposed crime. Your envoy said that we had
‘spread sedition’, which is impossible. We have hardly been given the chance to
speak to anyone since we have arrived here, let alone somehow undermine your
laws in some way.”


“Enough!”
the Cogsmith roared. His shout was replicated time and again across the
chamber, bouncing from speaker to speaker high above them, until his anger
filled the room completely, squeezing out the space for any other emotion. “I
have testimony from witnesses of good repute that tell me the opposite.”


He
paused and turned the ruby gaze of his shielded eye from Lucid to Adam. 


“And
you. You brought something unnatural into our Kingdom. Your pendant is more
than just metal, fabrication, and workmanship. There was something alive within
it, something I could feel as soon as I touched it. In all my years as the
master craftsman of Drőm, I have never seen or felt anything quite like it.
It was lucky for us all that my friend and advisor had seen its kind once
before and warned me of its dangers before I looked at it again.”


“I
bet he did,” Adam muttered to himself, picturing Chimera backing away from the Cogsmith’s
throne as they arrived, whatever evil seeds he had planted already well
established and beginning to germinate, roots burrowing deeply into the old Drőmer’s
mind. 


“I
had already made my judgement before you were called here, but it seemed only
fair that I should explain it to you myself. Justice needs to be seen to be
done for the good of all Drőm… and as a lesson for others to observe.”


Adam
could see the tension building in his companions as the Cogsmith continued with
his speech. Grimble was still incandescent, angrier than Adam could ever
remember him looking. To his side, Lucid had removed his hand from Grimble’s
chest, and instead, his long fingers were now clenching and unclenching in a
silent display of his own anger. 


Nora
was reacting pretty much as Adam expected… and feared. Whilst the Drőmer
spread around the room might not have recognised the tell-tale signs, Adam knew
them only too well. Unless things calmed down very soon, things would likely
end badly for everyone in the room, Adam included. 


Last,
there was Bella, who… well, wasn’t really doing anything different to normal.
Unlike the rest of the group, she was just standing there calm and collected, a
slightly bored look on her face, although Adam noticed that her clockwork arm
seemed to be wound up particularly tightly, presumably something she had
prepared before they had first been called to this audience. 


“The
punishment for your trespasses will be exile.” 


As
the Cogsmith spoke two Drőmer guards stepped forward, each holding a
strange, disc-shaped device about the size of a dinner plate, although a little
thicker. 


“For
the three of you that are residents of Reverie, this punishment will prevent
you from returning to Drőm.” 


“No
loss there,” Grimble growled, not quite loud enough to travel all the way to
the Cogsmith, but enough for Adam to hear the competing surges of anger and
hurt in his voice. 


“However,
for those of you not born to this world we have something else in mind,” the
Cogsmith continued. 


“For
too long our way of life has been disturbed by outsiders. Those that come here
to dream, but give nothing back, dragging their unwanted Nightmares behind
them. All that the Drőmer desire… all that we ever wanted, is to be left
in peace, but that peace is disturbed time and time again by the intrusion of
others.”


“You
don’t want peace,” Grimble’s voice somehow rose above the amplified, echoing
tones of the Cogsmith, despite the quietness of his words. “You’re just afraid
of change, terrified of things you don’t understand, just as I used to be.”


Whether
he hadn’t heard Grimble, or was simply unable to accept that he was being
interrupted, the Cogsmith ignored him completely, pointing to Adam and then
Nora with the claw of his metal hand instead.  


“You
both represent something new in Reverie, something too dangerous and unstable
to remain. I wish you no harm… and I believe that you mean no deliberate harm
yourselves…” 


The
Cogsmith’s voice temporarily softened, the slightest hint of regret sneaking in,
but then he seemed to remember himself, and the strength and resolve in his
words returned. 


“But
at the same time, you are too much of a risk to the stability of Drőm, and
to the rest of Reverie to remain. Your exile will be something far more permanent.”


The
two guardsmen had nearly reached them by this point, one stopping just short of
Adam and the other just in front of Nora. With almost perfectly synchronised
timing they both placed the disc-shaped objects they had been carrying down on
the ground, before stepping smartly back. 


“What
are those… things, and what do you mean to do with them?” Lucid asked, shooting
Adam a warning look as he spoke. 


Adam
could understand Lucid’s worry. The disc in front of him looked innocuous
enough, nothing more than a metal circle, perhaps an inch or two deep, but Adam
still felt a strange sense of menace coming from it, which was intensified
significantly by the sight of a small canister of swirling pink gas, embedded
into one side of the device. 


“Chimera
had a hand in whatever this is,” he thought to himself, still unsure what he
was looking at, but convinced it was nothing good. When he’d faced Chimera
before, in the distant City of Moonshine, the technology he created always had a
single purpose, to subvert Dreamers and bring down the Stairway of Dreams. 


As
it turned out he didn’t need to guess at the device’s purpose, as the Cogsmith
continued his explanation. 


“We
have searched for the longest time to solve the problem of Dreamers roaming
uninvited across our world, but never found a suitable answer. Finally, with
the help of our guest, we have found a way. He has opened our eyes to a new
solution, one that will solve all of our problems. In front of you is the
‘Exile’ device, it removes dreamers from Reverie… removes them forever.”


“How
can you think that this is right?” Lucid asked, incredulously. “Reverie and
Dreamers have always existed together. Dreamers, Nightmares, the Weave, they
are all part of one great cycle of life. To dare to interfere…”


The
Cogsmith sighed, not in anger or frustration, more like a parent who was
struggling to reach a troublesome child.


“It
is the only way. More and more Dreamers every year, filling our world,
interfering with our business. This is a completely humane answer to that
problem. It doesn’t harm the Dreamer, it just exiles them from Reverie. They
will lose all memories of ever being here... and never return.”


Adam’s
blood ran cold as the Cogsmith finished, leaning back in his odd throne and harrumphing
to himself contentedly, seeming to be completely at peace, blissfully unaware
of the awful enormity of what he had just told them. 


If
it was true, if the ‘Exile’ device actually did what the Cogsmith was suggesting,
it would break his ties to Reverie forever. Even worse than that he would have
no memory of the place, of everything that he had achieved, of all the friends
he had made. It was unbearable to even consider the possibility.


Although
he was still struggling to fully come to terms with his past, part of him had
been borne out of Reverie. He had come to realise, over time, that he belonged
in the Dream World every bit as much as the Waking World, and he knew that if
it was taken away from him it would leave a gaping hole in his life that
nothing else would ever be able to fill. 


Wishing
more than ever that he still had control over his Daydreams, he cast around
wildly for an idea to get away from the Cogsmith, out from the meeting chamber
and far, far away from the harmless-looking disc laying on the ground just in
front of him. He tried to remember what he had seen as they had first entered
the room. There were at least four guardsmen behind them, the two from the door
and the second pair who had escorted them here, plus there were the further two
that were now watching him, steely-eyed, having finished placing the ‘Exile’
devices in front of them. There were a few other scattered Drőmer in the
room, most of whom looked fairly harmless, clerks, or other officials. 


Even
in his current panic, Adam tried to stay calm enough to think of something that
wouldn’t harm the bystanders in the room if his Daydream went horribly wrong. 


Up
on his odd, metal throne, the Cogsmith lifted his left hand, clutching a device
no bigger than a ballpoint pen. His thumb was hovering just over one end, and
although Adam couldn’t see it in detail from this distance, he was pretty sure
that it was a switch or button of some kind. One that would sever his links
with Reverie forever. 


With
nothing left to lose he looked across at his companions, clutching his pendant
and preparing to Daydream, despite the risks of disaster. 


To
his side, he could see that Nora was doing the same, darkness gathering around
her hands as she summoned her own powers, but even as the first tendril of dark
shadow shot out from Nora’s hand, streaking towards the disc in front of her,
and a second began its journey towards Adam, the Cogsmith pressed down on the
button that would activate the ‘Exile’ devices.  


Although
he didn’t yet have a daydream fixed in his mind, and he was pretty sure even if
he did, not much would happen, Adam threw his hands up defensively. 


“What?!”



Adam
heard the Cogsmith shout in frustration, and slowly lowering his hands was
pleasantly surprised to find himself still firmly in Reverie. The only change
was that the disc in front of him was making an unhealthy humming noise, wisps
of dark smoke snaking up past Adam’s nose. His sense of smell wasn’t great, but
if he had to sum up the scent he was getting in one word, it was ‘broken.’


“Why
aren’t they working?” The Cogsmith was up out of his throne, his thumb
repeatedly and futilely pressing down on the switch still clasped in his claw hand.



The
Drőmer around the room were eyeing Adam and his companions nervously, not
sure what to do, although Nora quickly settled the indecision of the two
nearest Guards, deciding that what they were going to do next was be picked up
by a couple of her shadowy tentacles and flung across the room.


“Time
to go I think,” Lucid called across, and made for the double doors, where a
further pair of guards were still waiting, alongside the officious looking Drőmer
who had first brought them here, and who was now standing frozen in outraged
shock, mouth agape. 


“I
don’t think that they were expecting Nora’s rather unique talents,” Grimble muttered
to Adam as he drew alongside him. He wasn’t running… yet, but the pace of Grimble’s
walk was definitely increasing as they made their way towards the exit. “But it
won’t be long before more guards arrive, and those discs aren’t the only nasty
inventions this place has come up with. Even with all the tricks you and Nora
have up your sleeves, we need to get out of here before things get any
stickier.”


The
two guards closest to the door had been joined by a couple more by the time
Adam and the others reached them. The new arrivals were carrying large metal
shields that they had braced in front of themselves, locking them together to
form one continuous barrier. Although it had been put together quickly the
result still looked very solid, with the Drőmer hunkered down behind it
shooting nervous glances in Nora’s direction. 


That
turned out to be a mistake, with Nora drawing their attention just long enough
for Bella to stroll over and swing her metal arm straight into the central
shield before the guards had identified her as a threat. 


Despite
its apparent solidity, the metal crumpled like cardboard as the pent-up energy
stored in Bella’s arm unwound in one massive discharge of power. The
unfortunate Drőmer who had been stood directly behind the shield was sent
flying, not stopping until she slid into the double doors, where she lay
groaning. With the loss of its central pillar, the rest of the shield wall fell
apart, scattering the remaining Guards like skittles.


As
they pushed open the double doors and made their way back into the familiar iciness
of the corridor outside the chamber, Adam could hear the Cogsmith cursing and
shouting for more guards, answered almost immediately by the sound of heavy
feet heading their way. 


“Now
what?” Adam asked Grimble. “Do we try and make it back to the Dreamskipper?” 


“There’s
no chance we would make it back to the docks,” Grimble admitted, pointing down
one of the other passages instead. “It’s the first place they will lockdown…
and it’s not like there are many places to hide away.”


“So
where are we headed?” Lucid asked, taking a quick look back over his shoulder. 


“There
are a few scattered settlements outside of the City,” Grimble told him. “Places
where the Drőmer who don’t fit into the structure here tend to settle. The
ones who aren’t quite disillusioned enough to leave completely, but who have
had their fill of all the politics and other shenanigans that come with living
right in the heart of Drőm. If we are lucky, we can find somewhere to hide
ourselves for a bit… and work out what to do next.”


As
they turned down the next corridor Adam felt a faint breeze flittering past his
cheek, carrying memories of the icy winds outside.


“Oh…
and you best prepare for the cold,” Grimble added grimly. “It’s a bit of a trek
once we get outside, and the weather has worsened since we arrived.”


“Prepare
how exactly?” Nora muttered. “It’s not like we can go back to our rooms or the
Dreamskipper for more layers.”


Grimble
nodded in the direction of the nearest door, which was firmly closed. 


“Would
you mind?” he asked. 


With
a sigh, Nora summoned another of her tendrils and with a gentle pull, tore the
door out of its frame. 


“Subtle
as always,” Adam muttered to himself, although he was careful not to let Nora
overhear him. 


The
room within was some sort of workshop rather than someone’s home, which Adam
felt strangely thankful for. It did mean that the choice of clothes was pretty
limited, but within a few minutes they had helped themselves to a selection of overalls,
leather smocks, and heavy jackets. 


Most
of the things they found were too small for Adam and Nora, although they
managed to squeeze into a couple of the jackets that had been hanging on the
nearest wall. The sleeves came up short, but the leather was thickly padded and
looked like it would at least help keep two-thirds of their arms warm. 


It
was a lot worse for Lucid and Bella, who’s lanky limbs meant they were both as
far removed from the size and shape of your average Drőmer as it was
possible to be. The best they were able to find were a few swatches of material
that hadn’t yet been used, that they wrapped around themselves as makeshift
cloaks.


Grimble
obviously fared much better, managing to wear what looked like at least three
layers more than everyone else, so much so that he was sweating before they even
left the room. 


It
didn’t take long to reach the final doorway back out into the ice and snow, and
as soon as they heaved the weighty wooden door open and set foot outside Adam
realised just how much protection the frozen walls of Drőm had been giving
them. It was getting dark, and the chill in the air was physically painful.


“Which
way?” Lucid asked, teeth already chattering. His skinny limbs were not suited
to the cold, and his normally genial face was twisted in misery. 


Grimble
pointed off into the distance. “Should be off across the snowfields. So long as
nothing too much has changed.”


“How
long ago did you actually leave Drőm?” Adam asked, not sure that he wanted
to hear the answer. 


“Oh,
absolutely ages ago, but I’m sure things are much the same,” Grimble replied,
with a confidence that Adam wished he shared. Then he was off, striding through
the densely packed snow. 


With
no other option, the rest of them trailed after him, in a long, miserable, and
very cold conga-line. 











Chapter 10


They had been walking for perhaps
half an hour when Adam saw Bella suddenly stop and raise a hand in warning. The
night had fully drawn in by now, the sky above them a velvet black. Although
now they were away from the centre of Drőm, the clear night sky was illuminated
by the glistening light of a thousand stars. Seeing Reverie at night was still
a novelty for Adam, and he had been letting his attention drift before Bella’s
abrupt warning brought their predicament back into focus.


“What
is it?” 


“I
heard something,” Bella tilted her head to one side and made a shushing motion
with her other hand. 


The
rest of the group, who had been chatting as they walked, trying to distract
themselves from the biting cold, all fell silent. Then, somewhere far off in the
distance, Adam heard it. An unnatural clanking, almost imperceptible to begin
with, but growing louder as each moment ticked past.


Grimble
was also listening intently, his face fixed in a deep frown of concentration,
wiry eyebrows knitted together. 


“Any
thoughts?” Lucid asked him. “Anything in Drőm that makes that sort of
noise?”


“Nothing
I’ve seen with my own eyes,” Grimble admitted. “But I heard rumours circulating
of a new type of armour that has been developed for the Cogsmith’s elite guard.”
He paused as the air was split with a strange wailing sound that came from the
same direction as the ominous clanking. 


“I
think we have probably annoyed him quite a bit, so much that he might have sent
them after us… in which case we could be in rather a lot of trouble.”


“What
sort of trouble?” 


“Um…
that sort I think,” Nora said, pointing with a slightly shaking finger back over
Grimble’s shoulder. 


There,
silhouetted against the skyline was a looming shape, dark and foreboding. It
was much larger than any Drőmer, standing taller than Lucid. With a
further clanking crash and a suddenness of movement that caught them all by
surprise, the figure launched itself into the air, a billowing cloud of
displaced snow and ice whirling in its wake. 


Despite
its bulk, its movement through the air was surprisingly graceful, although when
it landed in the middle of Adam and his companions its weight was immediately
obvious, shaking the ground so violently that it nearly knocked Adam from his
feet. 


Now
it was amongst them the details of the… thing that had been pursuing them were
brought into sharp relief. It was a head and a half taller than Lucid, its body
broad and solid looking. The whole thing glinted in the starlight, reflected
off smooth metal limbs, crouched slightly where it had landed. The only
exception was one that immediately caught Adam’s attention and held it fast. To
one side of the constructs metallic torso was a canister of reinforced glass
and within it the familiar swirl of pink mist. 


Adam
felt an involuntary shiver run down his spine, despite the surrounding cold. He
had hoped that he had seen the last of the canisters when they had destroyed the
Chimera factory in Moonshine, the pink vapour a terrible corruption of the mists
that formed Reverie’s river of dreams, the Weave. But now he had seen it twice
in Drőm, first attached to the ‘Exile’ device and now on… whatever this
thing was.  


He
didn’t have time to point the cylinder out to his companions, as the metal
shape rose from its crouched position. It looked like someone had cast a giant
metal statue of a Drőmer, down to the things face, with a stern expression
carved permanently in place. The eyes were blank slots cut into the faceplate,
which Adam presumed were to allow whoever was piloting the thing to see out, although
for a moment Adam thought he could see the familiar wisp of shadow drifting out
from each empty eye socket.


There
was a whirring noise as one heavy arm lifted, a puff of escaping steam leaking
from the joints. 


“What’s
it doing?” Adam shouted across to Grimble, slowly backing away. 


Nora
however had decided to take a more pro-active approach, two large tendrils of
shadow seeping out from her hands and wrapping themselves around the thing’s
legs. The metal face tilted downwards, and although it wasn’t capable of showing
any sort of emotion, Adam imagined the confusion that must be running through the
pilot’s brain.


Nora
heaved her hands back and Adam expected to see the machine flip into the air,
or at least topple over, but neither happened. Instead, it rocked slightly but
then steadied itself, lifting its head again and turning to face Nora, who was
staring down at her hands in disbelief. 


“These
things are tough,” she muttered, before whipping out two further shadowy
tentacles to join the first pair. To her side, Bella gave a curt nod in the
direction of the metallic monster. “Maybe if we work together?”


Meanwhile,
the metal Drőmer had taken a heavy step towards them, lifting one of its
arms again. Adam wasn’t sure what it was about to do, but there was a definite
sense of menace. 


Fortunately,
before its arm was fully raised Bella had reached it, her own brass arm smashing
into the metal torso with a resounding clang. As the two crashed together, Nora
heaved back on the tentacles wrapped tightly around the thing’s legs, giving a
strained grunt of effort as she did so. 


This
time the combined pressure was enough, and with a rumbling crash that shook the
ground once again, the metal creature fell backward, landing flat on the snow. There
was a scream of frustration that didn’t sound like it had come from a Drőmer
throat, or from any sort of device or mechanism that Adam could think of.  


While
it was tempting to try and get a closer look at the thing while it was temporarily
immobilised, Lucid and Grimble were already shouting at Adam and the others to
get moving. 


“Yes,
yes, well done and very clever,” Grimble said, as Nora pulled her shadowy
tentacles back into her wrists with a grimace of pain. “But there will be more
of those things coming, so I am afraid that there is no time to waste patting
ourselves on the back.”


“Fine
by me,” Nora replied, rubbing her forearms and looking more tired and worried
than Adam was used to. “Whatever that thing is, it’s really strong. I’m not
sure I could cope with another one, at least not without a good sleep first.”


“Umm,”
Lucid tapped her on the shoulder. “I think I heard something.”


The
others immediately dropped back into silence, Bella tilting her head to one
side and listening intently. After a couple of tightly wound moments, even Adam
thought he could hear a quiet metallic ticking noise, somewhere off in the
distance. 


“It’s
more of them… on their way here. We need to get moving right now.” 


They
were already tired, the trek through the snow taking its toll, and Nora had
hardly recovered from the strain of battling the first of the machines, but the
thought of facing more of the things was enough to breathe a bit of fresh life
into exhausted muscles. One after the another the companions broke into a jog,
Adam lagging slightly behind the others, promising himself he would take PE
lessons more seriously from now on.


Just
behind them there was a tortured metallic grinding sound. Risking a look back
over his shoulder, Adam saw the metal creature they had downed beginning to
move, gusts of coloured smoke puffing from a series of vents around its body.
His jog turned into a run, then a sprint.


“I
know you said that the Drőmer that live here weren’t so keen on outsiders,”
Adam shouted across to Grimble as they pelted across the snow, the shock of the
last few minutes leaving him rather light-headed, “but this is ridiculous! I
thought you meant that they might not help us, or perhaps look at us in a funny
way… not attack us with giant metal suits!” 


“In
my time in Drőm I had never seen anything like those… monstrosities,”
Grimble growled back. “Until I heard rumours of the Cogsmith’s new guards I
didn’t think such things existed, or were even possible.”


Adam
could understand Grimble’s anger. The Drőmer pursuing them were a step
removed from anything he had ever come across, even in a world as full of
surprises as this one. 


He
was sure that somewhere within each of the metal shapes stamping heavily
through the snow there was a Drőmer. One of the Cogsmith’s elite guard
that Grimble had spoken of, no different to the ones that Adam had grown used
to in his travels across Reverie, but it was hard to shake the impression that
their pursuers were now something different. Something that managed to be both
more than an average Drőmer, stronger, faster, and definitely scarier, and
yet at the same time something much less.


Even
as he ran, his steps becoming increasingly heavy and laboured as the snow
deepened, he thought back again to the odd glowing canisters that seemed to
power the suits, much too similar to the technology that Chimera had tried to
introduce for it to be a coincidence. Worse even than that had been the
flickering shadowy darkness he was sure he had seen spilling out from the
eyeholes in the mechanism’s faceplate. 


He
wasn’t sure how, or even if, it was possible, but whatever was after them now
seemed like they could be a terrible mixture of Drőmer, machine, and
Nightmare, all rolled into one, and Adam wasn’t sure which one of the three was
in charge. 


The idea
was a terrifying one, the Drőmer piloting the machines themselves nothing
more than prisoners encased in their own tiny metal prison, a puppet with a
Nightmare now pulling the strings. It wasn’t a nice thought.


Adam’s
worries were shoved rudely to the back of his mind as a patch of snow to his
right-hand side was blasted into the air by a sudden shockwave. Although he
knew it wasn’t wise, he risked another quick look back. 


There,
silhouetted against the white of the snow was another of the mechanised Drőmer.
It had one metal arm raised, the open hand of which was still glowing. There
was a clear line of destruction between it and the spot just to the right of
Adam, a deep and ugly scar carved in the ground, snow scattered to each side
revealing a deep groove in the earth beneath. 


“What
in the Great Dream was that?” Lucid yelled, pulling himself back up from where
he had been thrown into the snow by the explosion. 


Their
pursuer hadn’t moved since the blast, although there was an increasingly loud
humming noise coming from the stationary metal shape. 


“It
must have used all its power up on… whatever it was it just did,” Grimble
shouted across to the others. “But it looks like it’s recharging, and there are
others on their way… we need to keep moving.”


As
if it was responding to Grimble’s words the stationary machine began to
shudder, another rush of steam gushing from vents along the raised arm. 


“Go!
Quickly!” Grimble yelled, throwing one of his vials across at the machine, and
then, taking his own advice, he began running back across the snow. 


As
the vial hit the machine it smashed apart, spreading a thick tarry substance across
the arm of the metal suit, spreading out to encase the open hand. 


Although
he was always fascinated to see the effects of Grimble’s potions and gadgets,
on this occasion Adam followed his friend’s example and sprinted off as if all
the hounds of hell were snapping at his heels.


The
air was thick with whirling fragments of mist, and Adam struggled to avoid
swallowing down mouthfuls as he laboured to breathe. It also meant that it was
increasingly hard to see too far ahead, the shapes of his friends nothing more
than blurred outlines. How Grimble was managing to travel so fast, despite his short
stature, was a complete mystery.


Adam’s
temporary distraction meant that he wasn’t paying quite as much attention as he
should have on what was under his feet. He took one more step, stumbling in the
deep snow, which was now up to his knees. But rather than finding solid ground
his foot continued to press down through the compressed drift, finding nothing reliable
to gain purchase on. He had just enough time to give a brief, startled yelp,
and then he was gone, vanishing down through the snow. 


The
first, and slightly odd, thought that flashed through Adam’s mind as he
plummeted downwards was that it felt a bit like riding down the flume at his
local swimming pool, if the flume was made of ice and filled with soft,
drifting snow rather than water. 


The
second thought was a much more practical one, which was, “aaargh!” and then he hit
the ground… hard.


It
took a minute to adjust to the half-darkness he found himself in, and several
more minutes to realise that his arms and legs were still working. 


Adam’s
knees and ankles protested vigorously, putting forward a determined case for
lying down for a while longer, but overruling his rebellious limbs Adam pushed
himself slowly onto his feet. One hand pressed against the closest wall to
steady himself, the cold of the ice immediately seeping through his fingertips
and down his wrist as he did so. 


Once
he was fully upright, he took the time to take a proper look around and try and
work out where on earth he was. 


The first
impressions of the place were very similar to the carved ice corridors of Drőm,
just on a grander scale. He was in a long icy tunnel that stretched off in both
directions, the arch of the roof high above him. He tried to spot where he had
fallen through, but at this distance, all he could see was a shadow amongst the
bleak white of the packed ice. A few flakes of snow still drifting down were the
only sign that a few moments before Adam had plummeted through that gap himself.



“Right,”
Adam told himself sternly, “no point in hanging around here,” and picking a
direction at random, started to walk. 


It
was difficult to keep track of time, so Adam tried counting his steps instead,
but after the first few thousand he got too bored to continue. Just as he was
beginning to think that he had somehow found his way to the world’s first
never-ending corridor, some horrendous loop that would see him eventually discovering
his own footsteps, something caught his attention. A shape, vaguely human-looking,
way ahead of him. 


At
this distance he wasn’t sure if it was a friend or foe, or even if it was
definitely a person, but anything was a welcome change from the interminable
trek he had been caught up in. 


He
sped up, his despondent walk turning into a jog, then a run. He nearly lost his
footing more than once, shoes slipping on a particularly smooth or unforgiving section.
Deep down he knew that it would be much more sensible to slow down, but he
couldn’t face the thought of being stuck alone down here any longer. 


With
a final burst of effort, the final few steps not much more than an exhausted
stagger, Adam reached the end of the current passageway, which had narrowed
slightly. This new section was much closer in scale to those in Drőm and
looked far more like something which had been carved out deliberately. 


He
had temporarily lost sight of the shape that had drawn him down this route, but
as he left one tunnel and entered the next, he saw it once again.


Adam
realised then that he was truly alone, that the welcome figure he had spotted
in the distance, and that he had gratefully staggered over to meet, was nothing
more than a slightly warped reflection of himself, twisted by minor
imperfections in the surrounding ice. 


His
own sorrowful eyes stared back at him accusingly. 


“Well
you made a right mess of that,” he told himself, his reflection nodding back in
agreement. 


“That
makes two of us then,” Adam scowled. “You’re every bit as much to blame as I
am, standing here looking like you might be someone helpful.” 


His
reflection just shrugged innocently.


“Don’t
suppose you know a way out of here by any chance?” Adam added. His reflected
self, who Adam was growing to dislike quite rapidly, just shrugged again. 


“Fine,
I’ll find my own way out,” Adam muttered to himself, and turning his back on
the reflection set out down a corridor of polished ice to his left. He had no
idea if this was a way out or just a route that would take him even deeper
into… wherever it was he had ended up, but he figured it was better to try
something than just stand there chatting with himself… which was probably not
healthy. 


As
it was, the smooth surface of the ice walls meant that his reflection was never
far away, sometimes a few steps behind, sometimes slightly ahead, but always
close by. Time and time again the path branched, and on each occasion Adam took
the highly scientific option of picking a route at random, his reflected doppelgänger
a constant companion. 


He
had been wandering randomly through the frozen maze for what felt like hours,
getting increasingly tired and cold. He was beginning to despair of finding
anything other than yet another near-identical corridor, when he found his way
into a chamber which was both broader and taller than any of the rooms he had
passed through before. The walls were the same highly polished, smooth ice that
reflected back a dozen versions of himself. 


The nearest
familiar face looking back at him wavered slightly and Adam could have sworn
that the face twisted into a grin that he couldn’t feel on his own face.


Confused
he took a few tentative steps toward the reflection and then another. As Adam drew
close to the mirrored wall, the reflected face shifted again, the features
melting and swirling in front of his eyes like paint mixed on a palette. 


Then
slowly the blurry mess of colour resolved itself back into something
recognisable. First a pair of eyes, intelligent and mocking, then the rest of
the face spinning into existence around them. 


“Chimera,”
Adam gasped, as he faced the impossible sight of his nemesis staring out at him
from within the ice. 


The
features twisted and the thin lips formed a sardonic smile. Every detail of the
reflected face was perfect in its detail, an exact facsimile of Chimera, just
as Adam remembered him. As Adam stared in disbelief the face leant forward,
looking like it was pressing against the inside of a window, the features
slightly squashed and distorted.


There
was a resounding cracking noise as the icy wall suddenly splintered, a
spiders-web of fine lines spreading across the smooth surface. The reflected
Chimera had lifted his hands, which were now pressing against the ice, one to
each side of his face, more cracks spreading outwards from each open palm. 


Although
it shouldn’t have been possible, the ice looked like it was flexing under the
pressure of Chimera’s efforts, distorted and strained. 


As
Adam recovered from his initial shock, he managed to regain some control over
his limbs and began to back slowly away. His hand slipped automatically to the
pendant around his neck, his thumb brushing over the ugly groove in its surface
as he did so. 


He
had avoided using his Daydreaming ever since he had realised how fragile the
pendant had become, unsure of what would happen, relying instead on the
strength and skills of his friends to aid their escape from Drőm, but it
was hard not to react and try some sort of Daydream to protect himself now. 


Although
Adam’s reflected self had vanished with the arrival of Chimera, it still
muttered away in the back of his mind. 


“Seriously,
even if your Daydream goes wrong, it’s got to be worth trying something. You’re
trapped underground in some horrible never-ending frozen maze, and now a
psychopathic reflection is trying to climb out of the ice to attack you.”


Adam
weighed up his options, none of which were good. He wasn’t entirely sure why he
ended up having these ridiculous discussions with himself whenever he was in a
particularly stressful or dangerous situation, but he had to admit most of the
time he ended up giving himself pretty good advice. 


The
last time it had happened had been back in the ‘Garden’, right in the centre of
the land of Nightmares. Back then, his inner voice had kept trying to draw
Adam’s attention to the danger he was facing, although sadly on that occasion
he hadn’t listened, and nearly been eaten by a huge, ancient Nightmare as a
result. 


There
was another loud cracking noise and a gloved hand thrust itself out from the
ice, fingers open and grasping. 


Gripping
the pendant tightly and hoping for the best, Adam squeezed his eyes closed, and
for the first time in a long while, tried a Daydream. He concentrated as
intensely as he could, trying to block out the horrific thought of Chimera
fighting his way out of the icy wall, and remembered a dream where he was a
superhero, able to shoot frozen air from his hands. 


Opening
his eyes, Adam held both hands out in front of himself, and desperately willing
things to work properly, tried to hit Chimera with an icy blast. 


To
start off with things seemed to go pretty well. An Artic rush of air flew from
Adam’s outstretched hands and coated the emerging arm with layer upon layer of
fresh ice, leaving Chimera half in and half out of the icy wall, stuck in
place. A slightly traitorous part of Adam’s brain, stubbornly ignoring the obvious
danger, celebrated the fact that he had managed to vacuum pack a villain, but
his elation was short-lived. 


Two
things happened almost simultaneously. Firstly, the Daydream that he had been
using to fire the frozen air at Chimera slipped greasily through his fingers,
his earlier nerves about trying to use his powers without the anchor of the
pendant returning with a vengeance. There was a wobble in the air and the
stream of ice that had been pouring from his hands sputtered and then stopped
completely. Secondly, and equally unwelcome, the ice holding Chimera began to
flex again, a new and widening network of fine cracks quickly forming as it
strained to contain him. 


“Oh,
come on,” Adam muttered to himself, trying desperately to regain the grip he
previously had on his Daydream. For a minute he thought he’d managed it, but rather
than icy air all he succeeded in summoning was a dribble of lukewarm water.


Before
he could try again there was a loud cracking sound, and the tortured ice
splintered into pieces, chunks flying past Adam’s face. 


With
a victorious roar Chimera stepped out into the chamber, pausing to brush
himself down, removing the last remaining dusting of ice and snow that clung to
his dark suit. 


“Surprise!”
Chimera snarled with an unpleasant laugh. 


“Not
a nice one,” Adam managed as he slowly backed away, determined not to let the creeping
horror of the situation get to him. 


The
whole thing seemed unreal and very, very unpleasant. Last time he and his
friends had crossed paths with Chimera had been back in Moonshine, and there
had been no indication that he was capable of tricks like this. To the contrary,
Chimera had expressed disdain for anything other than order and science. 


Chimera
grinned, his eyes drilling into Adam as if he could read his thoughts. “I have
picked up a few tricks since we last met. It seems that the part of me that I
had locked away was more powerful… and more useful than I realised.” 


He
pulled the dark leather gloves from his hands, revealing the glowing nebulas
that took the place of flesh and bone, tossing each discarded glove onto the
floor as he stepped forward, closing the distance between himself and Adam. 


“It
took my failure in Moonshine to learn that lesson, to realise that science
alone isn’t enough. I have you to thank for that.”


Continuing
to back away, one hand behind him, reaching out for the nearest wall, Adam kept
his eyes on Chimera as he replied. Despite his carefully cultivated, bland
appearance, there was a new hunger in the man now facing him, like a predator
about to pounce.


“So,
it was you that made the Cogsmith turn against us, you that made those robot
things that were chasing us.”


Chimera
smiled and nodded, cricking his neck to one side as he took another step
towards Adam. 


“It
wasn’t hard,” he said, “It’s a sad position that the Drőmer find
themselves in, their place in the world slowly diminishing. I offered them
something new, a chance to take something back… and they bit my hand off.” 


He
paused to look down, rather theatrically, at the glowing mass that took the
place of his right hand. “It’s embarrassing really. So much history and pride,
yet they willingly gave it all up for a bag of new tricks.” 


In
the back of Adam’s mind, the warnings he had been given about Ephialtes, the
Queen of the Nightmares came back into focus. 


“She
is clever, she knows what it is that people want, what makes them tick deep
inside. It’s why Isenbard and Chimera are so loyal to her, whatever in the
world they want the most… you can be sure that’s what she is offering them.”


It
seemed like this was a lesson that had been passed down to Chimera, and now he
was using it on the Drőmer, offering them their hearts desire with one
hand while taking away everything else with the other. 


“What
you did to those Drőmer, the ones in the metal suits, it’s not right.
That’s not science, it’s evil.”


“Pah,”
Chimera snorted. “They didn’t need that much of a push, believe me. The chance
to drive all the Dreamers from Reverie was just too tempting.”


Reaching
into an inside pocket of his dark suit he pulled out a small dark crystal,
before squeezing his glowing hand closed around it. 


Adam
recognised the gem only too well, one of those the Nightmares had been so
keenly hunting for, a source of Nightmare energy every bit as potent as the
Weave seemed to be for Adam. 


But
this time something was different. Rather than dissolving into smoke as Chimera
crushed it in his grip, the gem sank instead into the glowing light of his hand
before melting away, turning the tiny, bright constellations that took the
place of his fingers into something dark and empty. 


Chimera
gave a satisfied sigh and turned his full attention once again to Adam. “It’s
not quite what she promised me, not yet, but it’s close enough for the time
being.”


“You
shouldn’t trust the Queen,” Adam said, with as much confidence as he could muster,
trying not to let any tremors of doubt or fear slip in. “Whatever those stones
do to you, it won’t be good, and it won’t answer your questions.”


“Nice
try young man!” Chimera growled, his voice deeper and more threatening than
before. It was almost as if the darkness of the gem had infected every part of
him, even his words. 


“I
have never trusted her. That’s not the point. I don’t trust her, she doesn’t
trust me, but we both get what we want. She makes me stronger because it suits
her… and it suits me to become stronger. As far as I am concerned that’s the
perfect relationship, a business transaction that benefits both parties, a
beautiful symbiosis.”


The darkness
in Chimera’s hands was so intense now that it had completely swallowed the
previous light, small wisps of shadow drifting up from each finger, as if there
was too much for his body to completely contain. 


“And
then we have you and your friends,” Chimera said. “Quite the opposite. Time and
time again you risk yourselves, stupidly, pointlessly, to no benefit.” 


As
Adam took one final step back his fingertips brushed against the cold of the
wall behind him and he realised that he couldn’t retreat any further. 


Chimera
smiled hungrily, wisps of shadow drifting out from between his teeth. “But
where are they now Daydreamer? You put so much faith in your friends, and yet
here we are… just you and me.”


“Seems
that way,” Adam replied, wishing that he had something wittier or more
reassuring to say. In all his favourite films the hero would always have some
pithy comment to make, perfect for the circumstances, but most of the time when
Adam was in danger his brain was far too busy panicking to think of anything
other than running for his life. Witty one-liners generally had to wait,
normally for when he was retelling tales of his adventures to Charlie the
following day. He just hoped this time he would survive long enough to get the
chance.


With
his hand still touching the wall behind his back, he tried to work his way
slowly to his right, hoping to find an opening to the next passageway without
taking his eyes off Chimera. Despite Chimera’s carefully bland exterior, Adam
was pretty sure that turning his back on him would be the last thing he would
ever do. 


Unfortunately
for Adam, his probing fingers found nothing but more ice, and from Chimera’s look
of triumph, he was out of luck… and time. 


Then
he saw a flicker of doubt cross Chimera’s face, his sneering smile dropping
open, releasing a gasp of surprise. “No, that’s… impossible!”


As
Chimera spoke, he took one faltering step back, and then another, stumbling as
he stared at something just above Adam’s shoulder. 


Taking
advantage of the momentary confusion Adam pushed himself away from the wall and
ran as fast as he could to his right, past Chimera and away from whatever it
was that had spooked him. 


He
knew he should keep running, but the part of his brain that alternately either
saved him or dropped him into even worse trouble gave his feet an instruction
to stop running and suggested very strongly that he turn his head and look back
over his shoulder instead.


The
sight that greeted him was impossible, although that was admittedly a term that
was starting to mean less and less as he spent more time in Reverie. 


There
in the ice, just behind the spot where Adam had been standing was an image that
was completely familiar and yet also one that he knew couldn’t possibly exist. A
man, slim and tousled haired, flares of light bleeding out from each eye
socket. His hand pressed against the ice from the inside, at the exact spot
where Adams handprint was still outlined in the frost-covered wall. 


“Dad?”



Whether
the figure within the ice could hear, or even see him, was impossible to work
out. There was no reaction to his cry, his father’s attention fully on the
retreating Chimera. 


The
figure within the ice lifted his other hand and placed it alongside the first. The
light in his eyes intensified, glowing so brightly that Adam had to squint,
shielding his face with the flat of his hand. 


There
was a flash and a second image of his father appeared in the ice wall opposite
the first. To begin with, Adam thought it was some sort of reflection, but then
he saw the second figure move independently, lifting its hands in the same way
that the first had only moments before. Then there was a second flash and a
third… 


Within
a few seconds, the cavern was filled with massed images of his father, staring
out of every available surface, and in every single one of them his eyes crackled
with scarcely contained power. 


Chimera’s
previous air of sneering confidence had vanished, replaced with a mixture of
confusion and anger. He looked like a tiger who had run down his prey, only to
find out he had accidentally cornered an elephant, a very big and angry one. 


The image
of his father closest to him turned to face Adam, looking out at him from the
ice. Then it closed one glowing eye in what had to be the oddest wink that Adam
had ever seen and mouthed something to him. Whatever he was saying seemed to
jump straight into his brain, bypassing his ears completely, just as it had
when he had heard his father’s voice through the pendant. 


“Go…
find your friends.” As he finished speaking his father winced suddenly, and a
scar appeared across his face. It was long, red, and angry looking, much too
similar to the mark on Adam’s pendant to be a coincidence. 


“Go,”
his father repeated, but with more urgency this time. “They can help you… and
maybe… one of them can help me.”


Adam
hesitated, knowing that his father was right, and he should use this chance to
escape, but at the same time desperate to spend just one more minute with his
dad, even in these incredibly odd circumstances. Then the choice was taken out
of his hands. 


Several
of the images of his father lifted their hands in unison, but this time rather
than pressing their open palms against the icy surface each one had their fists
clenched, swinging in one unified blow. 


Adam
had expected to see the ice crack or flex as it had when Chimera had broken
through, but neither happened. Chimera had been watching too, cat-like and
poised despite his obvious frustration. When nothing happened, his mouth
twisted back into a satisfied grin, which vanished a moment later when a chunk
of ice dropped from the roof of the cavern, missing him by a matter of inches. 


There
was a tortured screech, the sound of compressed ice and snow twisted out of shape,
stretched beyond anything it could bear. Both Adam and Chimera looked up, and the
sight was not a reassuring one. There was a series of cracks running across the
ceiling of the cavern and the definite sense that this was the tip of a very
disastrous and imminent iceberg.


Adam’s
sense of foreboding was very well-founded. There was a further loud cracking
noise and another, much bigger chunk dropped from the ceiling, shattering violently
as it hit the ground. 


Adam
had to jump back, rather awkwardly, to avoid being caught in the resulting implosion
of snow and ice, although for one particularly odd moment he could have sworn
he saw a tiny image of his father within one of the shards flying past his
face… waving at him.


The
biggest pieces had landed between Adam and Chimera, and as more fell from the
ceiling it became obvious that this wasn’t random, the debris piling up and
forming a barrier between them, leaving Adam with only one route left open.
There was a further roar of fury from Chimera, already slightly muffled by the
increasingly packed wall of collapsed snow and ice that had formed between
them, then silence. 


Taking
a deep breath and telling himself that all of this was completely normal, which
didn’t really explain why he couldn’t stop his hands shaking, Adam made his way
down the passage away from the cavern, Chimera, and the images of his father as
quickly as he could. As he ran, he reached under the mismatched layers of Drőmer
work-clothes and gripped the pendant tightly with his right hand. 


“You
better still be in there,” he said sternly. “I appreciate the help, I really
do, but it’s not worth it if I can’t see you again.” 


He
wasn’t sure, but for the briefest of moments he thought he could feel a slight
flush of warmth within the cold metal, then it was gone. 


The
passageway had started to rise gently, and as he slowed his run to a more
measured walk, Adam could feel the vaguest suggestion of a breeze tickling his
cheek. Rather than resenting the cold and wind as he had before, this time the
feeling was entirely welcome, a break from the never-ending stagnant air of the
underground tunnels and caves. 


It
took another twenty minutes of determined trudging to finally exit the tunnels,
but the final few steps that took him back out into the snowfields were so
welcome that Adam didn’t even notice his tiredness. Instead, he took a deep,
relieved breath, the icy cold burning his throat and lungs as he swallowed it. 


Turning
to look behind him, the exit from the tunnels was already nearly obscured by
the mist and ice crystals whirling through the air, nothing more than a narrow
opening in the nearest bank of snow. 


“Okay,
now I just need to find the others,” Adam told himself, rubbing his hands
together to try and fend off the cold that was already chilling his fingers.


He
tried to remember if Grimble had given any sort of indication as to where they
were supposed to have been heading after they left Drőm, but other than a
very vague and unhelpful hand gesture he couldn’t recall anything at all. 


Trusting
that something would turn up, despite the fact that at least fifty percent of
the time the thing that did turn up was awful, Adam pulled the Drőmer
leathers closer around his body and set out into the cold. 











Chapter 11


The chill in the air was so extreme
that it had almost taken on physical form, a stalking monster that was always just
behind Adam, gasping its icy breath down the back of his neck. It was
impossible to see anything other than a blank canvas of snow in every
direction, and as he trudged determinedly on, Adam was pretty sure that his
mind was starting to play tricks on him. A few times he could have sworn he had
seen a shadowy figure flapping high in the air when he had looked around, but
he knew deep down that no matter how bad the cold became, it wasn’t likely to manifest
itself as an actual creature. 


Shivering
violently, he rested his hand against the pendant, hoping for the vaguest
feeling of warmth, but there was nothing, just the chill of frozen metal.
Reluctantly he let it go, worried that his hand would freeze to its surface.  


As
he walked, he kicked himself for not having found somewhere in the cavern where
he could fall asleep and temporarily escape the Dream World, but now he was far
too uncomfortable and cold to do anything but put one foot stubbornly in front
of the other. 


He
had completely lost track of time, unsure if he had been walking for five
minutes or five hours, when he heard a rippling in the air behind him. Turning around
and shielding his eyes he spotted a shadowy shape floating just behind him, and
as the figure drew closer Adam realised that it wasn’t his fevered imagination
playing tricks on him, although the sight was still a very odd one.


A
long cape fluttered in the breeze, behind a slight figure not much different in
size and build to Adam. Although it was the first time that Adam had ever seen
him, Nora’s description had been enough for him to realise that this must be
the mysterious ‘Dreamlord’ that she had spoken of. 


How
or why he had managed to find Adam in the middle of the open bleakness of Drőm
was a question all of its own, but for the moment just the fact that he existed
was enough to take all of Adam’s attention. 


If
Adam was being honest, he hadn’t even been sure that the ‘Dreamlord’ was
anything more than a fireside tale, told by bored traders filling time as the
long nights drew in. Even Nora hadn’t treated it as anything more than an
amusing story, shared to try and lift Adam’s flagging spirits.


But
now, looking up at the hovering figure Adam could feel a sense of dislocation, the
subtle tug of the world-changing around him. ‘Dreamlord’ or whatever he was
calling himself didn’t seem quite such a joke now they were face-to-face. 


The
cape that he and Nora had been laughing about not so long ago looked far more
sinister than Adam had imagined. Rather than looking like something from a
dressing up box or the flashy glitz and glitter of a typical superhero costume,
the material of the cape flowed around the Dreamlord’s body like it was alive. The
occasional glimpses of its lining full of much deeper and darker shadows than
should have been possible. 


“So,
you are the other Daydreamer that I have heard about.” 


Dreamlord’s
voice was muffled by the mask that covered most of his face, although there was
something about it that seemed vaguely familiar to Adam. 


“Other?”


“When
I first arrived in this place,” the floating figure continued, “I presumed I
was the only one. Then I heard stories about someone else with the same
powers.” 


He
looked down at Adam, stood shivering in his jeans, t-shirt, and a collection of
ill-fitting Drőmer Leathers. 


“I
was perhaps expecting someone rather more… impressive.”


“I
get that a lot,” Adam admitted, trying unsuccessfully to control the chattering
of his teeth as he spoke. 


“So
how are you finding your time in this strange world?” Dreamlord asked, “It’s an
odd sort of place to be sure, but one with plenty of opportunities, especially
for those of us with… talents.” 


It
was hard to make out any sort of expression on the mysterious figure’s face,
the mask obscuring everything other than the eyes, but he sounded genuinely
curious, and Adam found himself wondering just how long Dreamlord had actually
been in Reverie. 


“It’s
been… interesting.” Adam said, slowly. The whole unreality of the thing was
starting to get to him. Over time he had learned to come to terms with Daydreams,
Nightmares, strange powers, and world-threatening dangers, but this was
something else. 


“Do
I really have to call you Dreamlord?” he blurted out. “I mean you must have a
name, a normal one.”


“Not
here, in this place I am only Dreamlord. I do wonder why you insist on keeping
such a… normal name, such boring clothes. How do people here even recognise you
as a Daydreamer.”


Adam
pondered the question for a moment. It wasn’t something that had crossed his
mind. He didn’t fancy the idea of everyone recognising him as something
different or special, or at least not all the time. 


It
was handy sometimes, when people were introduced to him as the Daydreamer they
treated him well enough, but he also valued being able to walk the streets of
Nocturne in relative obscurity, left to his own devices no different to any of
the regular residents. He got the feeling that wearing a mask and cape and
flying everywhere would probably change that.


“I’m
good thanks,” he said. “I seem to get plenty enough attention without making any
extra effort to make myself stand out. Besides which, most of the attention I
end up with seems to be bad… so I don’t really want any more.”


The
Dreamlord dipped his head in acknowledgment. “Fair enough I suppose,” he said,
sounding more like a normal kid for a moment. Then he seemed to remember
himself, and when he continued, he sounded once again like someone reading from
a script, made up from a mix of every superhero or action movie that Adam had
seen. “Still it seems to me that those of us blessed with ‘special’ gifts
should make sure we use them.”


He
lifted one hand in front of him, sparks of power skittering between his
fingers. 


“Doesn’t
it fill you with wonder, the things we can do. We are gods in this world and
yet you scuttle around on the ground. You can fly and yet you choose not to?”


“I
suppose I don’t really need to,” Adam said. “Walking means that I get to travel
with my friends.” He thought back to his first wobbling flight in the garden of
the Mansion in Nocturne, and to the near calamity when he had flown above the
Mayfly, journeying across the Dwam. “And flying hasn’t always worked out that
well for me, so I think I’ll save it for emergencies.”


He
gave the Dreamlord an appraising look, which was quite difficult to do with his
arms wrapped around his body, trying to rub some warmth back into his chilled
limbs. 


“How
about you? Don’t you have any friends or companions here in the Dream World?
The greatest thing about Reverie is the people that live here, the Sornette and
the Drőmer, the Dreamers… even some of the Nightmares.” 


“Why
would I do that?”


Adam
thought he heard a momentary flicker of indecision in the Dreamlord’s voice,
but it was swallowed up as he continued.


“I…
we are better than that, special. This place is our playground, not a place to
make friends. That was one of the first things she told me when I arrived.”


Then
he was gone, rising into the frozen air, cape fluttering, ignoring Adam’s last,
shouted question. 


“Who
are you talking about… who is ‘she’?”


The
floating figure was too far away to hear, vanishing from sight within seconds,
but at the back of his mind, Adam was already starting to worry that he might
know exactly who ‘she’ could be. 


“Well
that was odd,” Adam muttered to himself. “There is something definitely not
right about this ‘Dreamlord’ character.” 


Squaring
his shoulders against the bitter cold, which was now matched by the creeping
chill of worry that was growing in his mind, Adam set out into the bleak night
sky. 











Chapter 12


Adam blinked, the sudden
light making his eyes hurt. The last thing he could remember was the odd
discussion with the ‘Dreamlord’ and then walking onwards through the snow and
ice of Drőm, looking for his friends. There was a lingering memory of the
increasingly bitter cold that had chilled him to the bone, despite all the
layers he had wrapped around himself, then darkness. 


He
was pretty sure that logic had gone out of the window in the last few minutes
before he had passed out, the cold freezing his brain and dulling his senses.
He had heard stories of arctic explorers that had lost all sense of direction
and walked in circles, following a trail of footprints that turned out to be
their own. Although his memory was a bit patchy, he had the awkward feeling
that he might have done the same, although the snow had been so deep it hadn’t
been footsteps, it was more like one long, continuous groove. That should have
been enough of a warning sign that he was walking the wrong way, instead his
brain had been so fuddled that he’d just been grateful that it had made things
a bit easier.  


With
a groan of discomfort, Adam pushed himself up onto his shoulders. Normally when
he returned home after a night in Reverie it was to the comfort of his bed, but
this time he was lying on the floor, his covers wrapped loosely around him. His
back ached and he could feel what was promising to be a highly impressive
bruise forming down one side of his body. He must have been thrashing around in
his sleep, the traumas of his night in Reverie played out by his sleeping body.



It
was still early back in the Waking World, the light of the morning sun only
just coming through the gap in his bedroom curtains. The uncertain way that
time seemed to work in Reverie was one of the things that he was slowly coming
to terms with. It was just like it had been in some of his more regular dreams
and nightmares, where it could feel like days had passed, and then he would
wake up to find that his clock had only ticked forward by a few minutes. He
could only guess that the frozen lands of Drőm must be similar to the
Artic, with long nights and brief, snatched days. 


The
other thing he had learned was that it was no good trying to immediately
re-enter Reverie, much as he might want to. There was no way he was going to be
able to get back to sleep. The only time he had ever managed to get into
Reverie during the day had been with the help of Nora, and he got the feeling
that was pretty much a one-off. 


Trying
not to worry too much about what could be happening with his friends back in
Reverie, although the memory of the heavy, clanking suits that had been
pursuing them was never far from his mind, Adam got himself ready for school.


The
morning passed in a blur, which recently wasn’t that unusual. Since he had
first found his way into Reverie, Adam’s school reports had gone from describing
him as occasionally distracted to permanently mentally absent. 


Luckily,
Adam’s mum understood what he was going through, and although she would gently
encourage him to try and focus on his schoolwork, there were never any more
serious repercussions at home. Despite this, it was still something that they
both knew would have to be dealt with sooner or later, the stack of school reports
slowly building up on the small side table in the kitchen a reminder that the
Waking World had its own challenges to deal with. 


Being
a hero in the Dream World was all well and good, but Adam was pretty sure that
it wouldn’t help him with his exams, and when the time finally came it wouldn’t
look that good on job applications either. 


Things
might be a bit more straightforward, he thought to himself as he tried to get
the numbers swimming around on the page in front of him to settle into some
sort of readable order, if Reverie didn’t seem to be constantly in the grip of a
world-ending disaster. It was exhausting spending every night battling Nightmares
or fighting strange mist monsters, and it wasn’t getting any easier. 


Normally
he would have been able to get some help from Charlie or Nora, who both seemed completely
unafraid of the kind of maths questions that had Adam wanting to hide under his
desk, but Nora hadn’t turned up at school and Charlie was off for the morning
at yet another science club trip, so he struggled on alone. 


 


It
was a huge relief when lunchtime came and he could escape from the dry, papery
clutch of textbooks and meet up with Charlie, who had returned from his science
trip full of inexplicable enthusiasm. It hadn’t taken long to blurt out what had
been lurking around in the back of his mind for a while. 


“It’s
George,” Adam said, “definitely.”


“What
are you talking about?” Charlie asked, looking up from his lunch. 


“I’ve
been thinking about who that ‘Dreamlord’ character is, and I’m sure it’s that George.
I mean, just look at him.”


Charlie
looked across to where George was sat with a group of friends enjoying his
lunch. He was too far away to see what they were all talking about, but it
looked like George had just said something funny, with his friends all laughing
and giggling around him. 


“See
what I mean?” Adam said. “Look at him, showing off. He is just the type of
character that would think wearing a cape and calling himself something stupid
like ‘Dreamlord’ would be a good idea.”


“You
sure you’re not just a bit jealous?” Charlie asked, not quite making eye
contact with Adam as he spoke. 


“What
do you mean… I mean no… definitely not, why would I be jealous?” 


“It’s
just he is really popular and… you know… good looking and tall, and Nora seems
to quite like him and…”


“Rubbish,”
Adam cut his friend off, rather more abruptly than he had been meaning to.
“It’s nothing to do with his popularity or… anything else. It’s to do with him
swanning around in Reverie acting like a superhero.”


“Okay,
if you say so,” Charlie replied, not sounding all that convinced. “Although
what are the chances of this ‘Dreamlord’ character going to the same school you
do. Surely Nora starting here was coincidence enough.”


Adam
knew that his friend was only trying to help and that what he was saying was
making sense, but he pressed on regardless, explaining the second part of his
theory. 


“Well,
just presuming that it is George… or whoever, I am pretty sure that Ephialtes
has got to him. He talked about someone giving him advice when he arrived in
the Dream World… and it wasn’t the advice of a nice, well-adjusted person. It
was all about being superior to the residents of Reverie, being different and
special, with definite undertones of ruling over those who are less ‘special’”


“To
be fair, someone met you when you first arrived there, didn’t they?” Charlie
said, quite reasonably. “You said Lucid met you, and he’s given you lots of
advice.”


“He
did,” Adam admitted. “But most of the time his advice was about how I should
try harder, train more, and generally be a bit less… rubbish. Certainly not
that I was some sort of superior being.” 


“So
now George is not only some sort of swaggering superhero wannabe, but he is in
league with the Queen of the Nightmares. You sure you’re not just jealous… just
a little bit?”


“Besides,”
Charlie continued, sounding a bit more serious, “I thought that you said that
Ephialtes was gone. That you’d dealt with her.”


“Hmmph,”
Adam grunted. “I just have a bad feeling. We thought we had got rid of Isenbard
and then he came back, then the same happened with Chimera. That lot have more
lives than a cat, a horrible, violent, nightmare cat… that really hates me.”


“What
does Nora think… actually where is she anyway?” Charlie asked. “I haven’t seen
her today, but I’m guessing that you still saw her last night in the Dream World.”


“I
don’t know,” Adam admitted, the knot of worry that he had been trying to ignore
all morning tightening in his stomach. “She was okay last time I saw her. Or at
least as okay as she could be, considering everything that has been going on. I
am guessing that she felt that she couldn’t leave Reverie, that the others
needed her.” 


He
thought back to her lashing out at the Drőmer mechanical suits, dark
tendrils flailing. “Besides, she can definitely look after herself. I’m sure
she’s fine.” 


 


When
Adam got home after school it was to a house that had been completely drenched
in Christmas. It looked like his mum had been busy, with home-made paper chains
hanging cheerily, although rather haphazardly, between every available surface.
Each one had been made from the pages of old magazines, carefully stapled
together, the glossy, distorted faces of celebrities grinning out at Adam from
the folded loops. 


A
slightly decrepit looking Christmas tree was stuffed into the corner of the living
room, the top bent almost double where it met the ceiling, leaving the fairy
hanging on for dear life. His mum had also managed to dig out every old
decoration that Adam had ever made at school, the branches of the tree weighed
down with crudely painted baubles and jagged paper snowflakes that had somehow
survived years of storage. Time had taken its toll on them, the crisp whiteness
of the paper faded with age, leaving them more the colour of slush than fresh snow,
but it was still nice to see them hanging there, a memory of much simpler
times. 


“The
house is looking good,” Adam shouted through to the kitchen, where his mum was
busy preparing their tea. 


“Thanks.
I had a stack of magazines I was going to pop in the recycling, but I thought I
would give them one last hurrah before they went in the bin. Besides, we didn’t
have the money to buy new decorations. Now I just need to find a wreath for the
door and then we are about ready for Christmas.”


The decorations
had extended into the kitchen, although rather than paper chains, his mum had
done something creative with folded paper, with two origami Christmas trees balanced
precariously on the end of the narrow worksurface. 


She had
obviously gone to a lot of effort and was still beavering away, rolling out
some pastry on the small area of kitchen surface that was still available, but
Adam was too distracted by everything going on in Reverie to really appreciate
it. His mother’s hopeful smile as they sat down to eat their dinner slowly faded
as Adam grunted half-hearted responses to her attempts at conversation. Giving
up on small talk she asked Adam a direct question instead. 


“What’s
up Adam? Are there things going on at school… or anywhere else that you want to
talk about?” 


“It’s…”
Adam began, deciding that things were probably serious enough to break his unwritten
rule about sharing Dream World problems with his mum. 


He
was pretty sure, despite her chirpy outer shell, that she hadn’t fully
recovered from the time she had spent trapped in Reverie, and until she was, he
hadn’t wanted to drag her back into the problems that the place always seemed
to be plagued with. But now things had gone a long way past anything he could deal
with on his own, and his mum was about the toughest ally he could ever hope to
confide in. 


Unfortunately,
he wasn’t able to get any further before he was interrupted by the phone
ringing. 


“Sorry
Adam, give me a moment,” his mum said with an apologetic look, leaving him
alone at the table. 


He
could hear her clearly as she picked up the phone, her initial friendly
greeting giving way to quieter tones of concern. 


“Oh,
that’s terrible… of course, no problem, I’ll be straight round.” 


There
was a click, and she poked her head back through the kitchen door, her coat
already halfway on. 


“Sorry
Adam. That was Susan from the store, she has just had a fall and twisted her
ankle. I said I could drive her down to Accident and Emergency so they could
have a look at it for her. I might be a little while I am afraid… can we talk
tomorrow if that’s okay?”


For a
moment Adam wrestled with the thought of telling his mum that it wasn’t fine,
that he needed her advice, that he was so far out of his depth this time that
he couldn’t even remember what normality looked like anymore. 


Then
he remembered the look of brave resignation on her face when he had finally
found her in Reverie, when she had admitted to him that she was fading away. That
she had spent too long in the Dream World, and it was slowly killing her. 


“Of
course. It’ll wait till tomorrow,” he said, waiting for the sound of the front
door closing before he slumped dejectedly over his dinner. He didn’t even have
enough enthusiasm left to finish his food, chasing the last of his potatoes
around the plate with his fork, imagining them as huge stomping metal monsters,
before flicking them off his plate one at a time with a scowl. 


Even
so, Adam still waited up until well after midnight, hoping he might be able to
catch his mum for a few minutes when she got back. Eventually, he gave it up as
a bad job, staggered to his bed, and dropped heavily onto it, so exhausted that
he was asleep almost as soon as his head hit the pillow. 











Chapter 13


When Adam arrived back in
Reverie it only took him a moment to identify where his friends were. The bright,
dancing patterns of Lucid's thoughts, the tightly bunched and regimented lines
that signified Grimble, the angry red clockwork of Bella, and the frankly
terrifying dark coils that represented Nora, all calling out to him like a
beacon. As his thoughts flew through the air, he shot straight past the cold
bleakness of Drőm, over the barren snowfields, and found himself finally
popping into existence just outside a small, low stone hut, half-buried in the
surrounding drifts of snow and ice. 


He
wished he could dream himself something warmer to wear than his traditional jeans
and t-shirt. Unfortunately, even before his powers had started to fail him,
whenever he had appeared in Reverie it was always the same, jeans, t-shirt, and
trainers. It was all very impressive being able to fly or turn himself into a
giant robot, but occasionally the ability to just imagine himself wearing a
warm jumper would be helpful. 


He
gave the door a perfunctory knock, expecting to have it opened by one of his
companions, so he was surprised to see the short and apologetic shape of Greta
outlined in the doorframe as it swung open. 


“Adam?”
she said, even more shocked to see him than he was to see her. “What?...
How?... How are you here?”


“Don’t
worry about it,” came Grimble’s gruff voice from somewhere within the hut. “It’s
just one of the things that he does. To be honest, it’s best if you just ignore
it. He’ll only show off otherwise.”


With
a nervous gesture Greta invited Adam in. Ducking his head under the low doorway,
he was relieved to see the rest of his friends gathered safely within the
comfortable warmth of the little building. 


“Glad
to see you’re still in one piece,” Nora said with a nod, her voice empty of its
normal sarcastic humour. Exhaustion had taken its place, hanging heavily off
every word. 


“I
was worried when you weren’t at school,” Adam replied. “Have you been here, in
Reverie, all this time?”


“Yup,”
Nora nodded again, stopping to stifle a yawn with the back of her hand. “I
couldn’t leave, there were more of those metal monsters… I had to stay and
help. Eventually, we found our way here, and to our surprise we also found
Greta. Although I have to admit that I am feeling really, really tired now.” 


She
finished yawning and reached out to poke Adam in the chest. 


“How
about you. One minute we were all together and then you were gone, vanished.
Lucid was beside himself. Even Grimble was worried.”


“Was
not,” Grimble growled, although he was staring at the floor as he spoke.


“I’ll
tell you all about it in a minute,” Adam replied quietly, darting a quick look across
at the spot where Greta had perched herself. “But before we get to that, how
did Greta end up here? The last we saw of her was back in Drőm before we
all got dragged off to see the Cogsmith.” 


Lucid
broke off from the conversation he had been having with Bella to answer Adam’s
question. 


“It
turns out that Greta’s family come from the outskirts, away from the centre of
Drőm. She arrived back in time to see our escape from the Cogsmith, and
after we had shaken off the last of those mechanical monstrosities, she led us
here.”


“I
suppose we owe you our thanks then,” Adam said, not sounding completely
convinced, but Greta ignored him. 


“This
whole thing is impossible,” Greta muttered, as she began pacing up and down. “Why
would the Cogsmith do such a thing. I couldn’t believe it… I wouldn’t have if I
hadn’t seen it with my own eyes. He has never been anything but good to me. He
is like a father to all of the Drőmer, and you were his guests. He would
never…” 


She
ceased her pacing and slumped back down onto one of the low stools against the
far wall of the small hut. 


“So
then,” Grimble said, firmly, but not unkindly, “why did you help us, ending up
here, out in the middle of nowhere, far from the great forges of Drőm. You
said you hardly ever left the place… and yet here you are, and somehow I think
your presence here is without the blessing of the Cogsmith?”


Greta
didn’t answer, instead, she dropped her head into her hands and started to rock
gently back and forth, patches of her damaged skin and burnt hair still visible
between her fingers. 


“Give
her a minute Grimble, “Lucid said, “today has proved to be full of surprises for
all of us. Admittedly mainly bad ones.” 


“Fine,”
Grimble grunted, and following Greta’s example, sat down against the wall, arms
crossed. “But we don’t have the luxury of too much time. There may very well
still be several big, ugly, metal things out there searching for us.”


“And
Chimera,” Adam added, now he had the opportunity, the words spilling almost
uncontrolled from his lips. “Not that I want to add to our problems, but when
we got separated, I bumped into him again.”


His
news was enough to immediately silence the chatter around the room. 


“What
happened?” Lucid asked. “Chimera is bad news at the best of times, you did well
to escape… especially now that your powers are… um…”


Thankfully,
he ground to an awkward pause before finishing the sentence, although it was
still painful for Adam to hear the doubt in his friend’s voice. Lucid had
always been the staunchest believer in Adam’s abilities, right from the very
first day he had arrived in Reverie, long before Adam had any confidence in
himself. The news about the pendant and the effect it was having on Adam’s Daydreaming
had obviously been enough to shake that belief. If even Lucid was doubting him
he dreaded to imagine what the others might be thinking. 


Determined
not to let his mind wander too far down the avenue of self-pity, Adam sternly
pulled himself back to the matter in hand. His clash in the ice cave and the
timely appearance of his father was going to take a while to get to grips with,
and it sounded like there wasn’t much time to spare, so instead of explaining everything
he just shrugged.


“I
was just lucky I suppose. A few odd things happened… it’s a bit complicated,
but I will explain it all when we have more time, I promise.”


“Sounds
sensible enough to me,” Grimble said. “Firstly, we’ve all kinds of trouble on
our plate already, and secondly, unless you’re going to tell me that you
managed to bury that monster back in the snow somewhere, I don’t particularly
care.”


He
turned his attention back to the forlorn figure of Greta. 


“So,
while I know that you want to give the poor girl a break, perhaps we can move
things along a bit.”


Greta
stopped her rocking and looked up, her face still wracked with indecision. 


“You’re
right,” her words were strained, but she seemed to have come to some sort of
decision within herself. “I rarely leave the forges and workshops, and I
haven’t been back out here, away from Drőm for some time. But some of the things
that have happened recently, even before you arrived here… they didn’t seem
right.”


Her
words, although quiet, held the attention of the room, Adam and his friends watching
her in silence.


“It
started a couple of months ago. A visitor came to see the Cogsmith. There
didn’t seem to be anything special about him, but within a couple of days it
was clear he was exerting some sort of influence over the Cogsmith, and soon
after that over much of the rest of Drőm.”


Her
brow creased in recollection. “I was working late in the great forge, long
after I should have left, but I was nearly there with a project I had been
working on, so close to an answer that I could almost taste it. I saw him, the
stranger with the Cogsmith. They were deep in conversation about something… I
don’t know what. So engrossed in whatever it was they were discussing that they
didn’t see me, but I could see both of them clearly enough.”


“The
newcomer was a bland-looking man in a suit?” Lucid asked, to which Greta just
nodded. “We saw him earlier with the Cogsmith. I don’t know what he calls
himself here, but we know him as Chimera, and wherever he pops up trouble
follows.”


Greta
nodded again, but this time with greater certainty. 


“You’re
right. I don’t know exactly who… or what that man is, the one you call Chimera,
but ever since he arrived things have been getting worse in Drőm. The
forge has been put to work on projects that don’t seem right to me.”


“Like
big metal suits that run on canisters full of pink smoke?” Lucid asked. 


“Yes…
those and some other things.” 


“That
pink smoke, it’s something we’ve come across before as well, back in Moonshine,”
Adam told her grimly. “It’s bad news, really, really bad news. The result of
horrible experiments on the Weave. I thought that we had got rid of it, but it’s
too much of a coincidence to be anything else.”


“There
was something else,” Greta added, her nerves and previous caution seeming to have
been outweighed by whatever guilty secret had been eating away at her. 


“As
well as those odd canisters, the stranger brought something else. Small black
crystals that contained more energy than anything I have ever seen.”


Adam
could feel the mood in the room tighten even further, the mention of the
crystals a final confirmation of just how bad things were. 


“We
have seen those crystals before too,” Lucid told her. “A long way from here, in
the land of Nightmares. If Chimera has brought those into Drőm then things
are even worse than we feared.”


Although
Greta was still hunched on the floor, it seemed that she was finding at least
some limited comfort in sharing her worries. This time she seemed almost
desperate to speak again, something obviously still eating away at her that she
needed to release.


“We
had been working on an invention, something truly new, not just a minor tweak
to some dusty old antique handed down from our predecessors. It was going to
revolutionise travel across Reverie, letting you travel huge distances in a
split second. I’d got close to making it work. Really close, but I just couldn’t
find a way to generate enough power to make it work safely.” 


She
gave a quick shudder.  “It turns out you don’t want the machine switching off
half-way through transferring someone.”


Adam’s
mind raced, full of moments from his favourite science fiction movies where people
could be teleported across space in a matter of seconds. Things suddenly
clicked into place.


“You
made those discs, didn’t you?” Adam asked her. “The ‘Exile’ device that the
Cogsmith wanted to use on us?” 


For
a moment it looked like Greta wasn’t going to answer, the worry that had marred
her expression returning and threatening to completely paralyse her. Then she
shook herself, lifting her head and looked direct at Adam. 


“I
did. Although it was never meant to be used on Dreamers, and definitely not in
the way that the Cogsmith threatened. It was supposed to make the world better.
But that stranger started spending more and more time in the workshops, always
looking over my shoulder, suggesting ways to make the device more efficient,
more powerful.”


For
the first time, Adam could sense anger as well as nerves in Greta’s voice. 


“They
took it away from me. They took my invention before it was finished and they…
they turned it into something terrible.”


Her
eyes had squeezed closed with the pain of recollection. 


“I
suspected that Chimera was up to no good, so I… I broke into the workshops late
last night and I removed one tiny, vital component from each of the devices
still stored there. I had no idea they were intending to use them on you, I
just wanted them to fail whenever and however they were used.”


Adam
caught the flicker of guilt that flashed across her face, almost lost in the collage
of other competing emotions. She didn’t wait for the question, deciding to
answer him directly instead. 


“I’m
not proud of the fact, but I wanted them to fail because they stole my
invention. They had no right. They took it and turned it into something different,
something terrible. It was supposed to be the thing that made my name… that
meant I would be recognised as a true Master-smith.”


“Well,
no matter the reason for what you did, you saved us,” Nora said. “We would have
been dragged out of Reverie forever, and I’m not ready for that… I don’t think
I ever will be.”  


Greta
got back to her feet and walked slowly over to the small, open fireplace in the
centre of the hut. Reaching into one of the pouches of her apron she pulled out
a small vial, similar to the ones that Grimble always seemed to have on him,
and tipped the contents into the flames. 


Whatever
she had emptied into the fire had an immediate effect. The red of the flames
turning to a bright neon blue that bathed the walls of the room in unnaturally
bright light. 


“I
might not have got to be a Master-smith,” she said, fiddling with the contents
of another of her pockets, “but I’m still pretty good at fixing things. If you are
willing to let me, I think I could do something with that pendant of yours. It
won’t be perfect, I don’t really have all the tools, or… much of anything
really, but if you could find it in yourself to trust me, then I will do what I
can.”


Adam
reached inside his t-shirt and pulled out the pendant, gently resting on his
open hand. He was pretty sure that the red scar that marred its surface was
even more pronounced than before, the price of his clash with Chimera. 


Reaching
up with his other hand he lifted the thin chain from over his neck and held the
pendant out to Greta. Images of his father’s face smiling out at him from the
icy walls of the cavern danced in front of his eyes. 


“You
need to be careful with this, it means a lot to me. There is more than one life
that relies on my pendant… and what it contains.”


Taking
the chain from Adam, Greta gave him a reassuring look. 


“I
might not be much good at most things, but this is what I know, what I have
spent my whole life doing.”


She
didn’t say anything else, instead, she crouched down over the fire, holding the
pendant close to the blue flame, and lifted a small brass and crystal lens to
her left eye. 


“I
have never seen damage like this before,” she muttered. “It looks… organic,
which shouldn’t be possible.”


“That’s
exactly what the Cogsmith said,” Adam told her, “but he didn’t do anything
about it.”


“Well
that’s where we are different,” Greta said firmly. “Odd or not, if it can be
mended then that’s exactly what I will do.”


As
Greta got to work, hunched in concentration over Adam’s pendant, the rest of
the group settled around the edges of the little hut, making themselves as
comfortable as they could. It wasn’t luxurious, but it was warm, and there were
enough seats and blankets for them to grab a bit of rest. Nora was the first to
drop off to sleep, disappearing in a gentle puff of dark smoke as she left
Reverie and re-entered the Waking World, the blanket that had been loosely
wrapped around her sinking to the ground like a deflating balloon. A few
minutes later Grimble joined her, then Lucid, each of them obviously exhausted
by the adventures of the day, the occasional whistle of Lucid’s light breathing
a counterpoint to Grimble’s impressively belligerent snoring. 


That
just left Bella, who was sat impassively on a low stool, staring off into the
middle distance, relaxed as ever. Adam wasn’t sure if he had ever seen her
sleep, although he knew she must. 


He
thought for a moment about trying to start a conversation, but the few times he
had tried in the past, getting more than a few words out of her had been a
painful experience for both of them.


All
the years she had spent alone on the seas of Reverie had left her with
incredible patience, uncanny hearing, and what Adam presumed would be an
endless supply of adventurous tales. However, it had also left her with a
complete inability, or perhaps unwillingness, to hold a conversation beyond the
absolute minimum necessary to get by. If she did have stories of her travels,
unless she ended up writing them down, then it was unlikely they would ever be shared
with the world.


So
instead of trying to force a conversation that neither of them would end up
enjoying, Adam watched Greta working away over the small, bright fire. As she
worked the nervousness that was ingrained so deeply within everything else she
did faded into the background, her fingers moving with assured confidence. 


It
was still hard to see someone else holding his pendant, and even harder to see
it being held over the intense heat of the strange blue flames, but Adam trusted
that Greta’s heart was in the right place. He was also painfully aware that,
now the Cogsmith had turned against them, he didn’t have much other choice. 


“Sorry
Dad,” he muttered under his breath. “I hope it’s not getting too hot in there.”



Although
Adam wasn’t exactly sure what Greta was doing, to his untrained eye it looked
like she was adding tiny droplets of some sort of molten metal to the damaged
side of the pendant, before laboriously buffing each cooling spec into the pitted
surface. Each individual movement she made seemed tiny and inconsequential, but
over time he could see the effects of her patience, slowly but surely smoothing
out the ugly wound.


Other
than a brief break to eat one of the small, hard buns that had been left over
from Lucid’s earlier snacking, Adam hardly left Greta’s side as she laboured
away, time slipping past almost unnoticed. 


Finally,
with a quiet grunt of satisfaction that reminded Adam a little of Grimble,
Greta rocked back on her heels and placed the pendant down beside her. Interlocking
her fingers, she stretched out her arms over her head, arching her back and rolling
her neck. Adam winced as he heard her joints cracking, hours of tension and
concentration released in a single moment. 


For
a moment she looked completely content, in her element. The look on her face
reminded Adam of Bella when she was aboard the Mayfly, or Lucid steering the
Dreamskipper. Someone exactly where they were meant to be, a square peg in a
similarly square and equally sized hole. 


Then
she seemed to remember herself, the arms lowered from their triumphant stretch
into a more recognisable, apologetic stoop. Picking the pendant back up, held
gently by its chain, she passed it back across to Adam. 


Resisting
the overwhelming urge to snatch it back, Adam reached out gingerly, cradling
the pendant in his open palm and running the finger of his other hand softly
across the surface. You could see clearly enough where Greta had repaired the
rough groove that had formed, the pale blue of the replacement metal
contrasting with the shimmering oranges and greens of the original, but the
surface of the pendant itself felt completely smooth. 


“That’s…
amazing, thank you,” Adam said, feeling the sting of tears threatening to break
through. He could feel the weight of the worries that he had been carrying for
weeks, bottled up and festering, finally lifting. “I didn’t think that anyone
would be able to… I mean, without this… you will never know what this means to
me.”


“I
think I might,” Greta replied with a shy smile. Then she quickly stifled a yawn
that seemed to have completely caught her by surprise. 


“It’s
been a long day,” she added, as a second yawn followed the first. “I hadn’t
realised how late it had got.”


“I’m
tired too,” Adam admitted. “Would you mind if I find somewhere to sleep.
Although before I do, there is something I need to try.”


He
closed his eyes and tried a Daydream, a tiny, harmless one, just in case. He
imagined a small snowball appearing in his hand, tightly compressed and frosty.
There was a moment of uncertainty and then he felt a slow chill tickling his
fingers. When he opened his eyes, it was to see the very welcome sight of a
snowball balancing in the air, just above his open palm. It wasn’t big, or
fancy, or special in any particular way. But it also hadn’t exploded or turned
into a grenade or a sabretooth tiger, which was the best and most incredibly
welcome news that Adam could have wished for. 


He
gave Greta a final grateful smile. “This could make all the difference… to
everything. I know it doesn’t seem that big or special, but I honestly believe
this pendant could be the thing that will save the Stairway of Dreams.”


“I
don’t know about any of that,” Greta said, “I just know that there was
something that needed fixing, and I have never been able to resist mending broken
things.” 


It
wasn’t until Adam was about to drop off to sleep, snuggled as comfortably as he
could under a mass of mixed rags and blankets, that he wondered if she had been
talking about something other than just the pendant.











Chapter 14


As Adam awoke back in the
comforting embrace of his duvet, a world away from the icy plains of Drőm,
it was to a house that smelt of pastry and cinnamon. 


Even
with the delicious smell wafting up the stairs, it was still a struggle to get
up, the temptation to stay wrapped up almost overwhelming, but eventually he
managed to topple himself off the side of his bed. 


As
he reached the kitchen and plonked himself down on one of the low wooden
chairs, not quite ready for the gargantuan task of pouring his breakfast cereal,
his mum bounced into the room. 


“Happy
nearly Christmas!” 


It
looked like the decorations of the previous day had just been phase one of her
holiday preparations. Even though it was early in the morning, she was already wearing
a Santa Hat that was perhaps one or two sizes too small, obviously designed for
a child, but which was nevertheless stubbornly clinging to the top of her head,
and carrying a tray of mince pies. 


“Mince
pies for breakfast?” Adam asked, not sure he could really stomach one quite
yet. In fact, he wasn’t sure he could manage anything at all. 


Although
he was still elated about the repair of his pendant, the events of the last few
nights in Reverie had completely spoiled his appetite, which was pretty
unusual. His recent growth spurt had given him an appetite like a blast
furnace, and one which wasn’t that fussy about what you put in it, as long as
it wasn’t avocado or ‘Spretch’ a thin broth sold on the street corners of
Nocturne, which was every bit as horrible as it sounded.  


“I
might wait a few minutes before I have one if that’s okay?”


“Of
course,” his mum replied, putting the tray down on the kitchen table. “Besides
there is plenty of other food if you would prefer something else. I must have
spent a month’s worth of housekeeping money on a week’s worth of food, but it
will be the best weeks eating we’ve ever had, and then…”


She
wound down at the look on Adam’s face, unable to keep the rather forced jollity
going in the face of his obvious misery. 


Reaching
up she took the stubborn little Santa Hat from her head, and clutching it
between her hands, sat at the table opposite Adam. 


“Go
on then,” she said, in a much more normal voice. “I know that you wanted to
talk last night… tell me everything.”


It
took a while to explain everything that had been happening, and to start with
Adam’s words were faltering and uncertain. He had been careful over the last
few weeks to shield his mum from the worst of what had been happening in
Reverie.


Since
the last time he had asked her about his father and the Stairway, he had been careful
to be even more vague whenever he mentioned how things were going in the Dream
World. Although his intentions had been good, it meant that there was a huge
amount to catch up on, and deep-down Adam knew he would have been better off trusting
his mum’s judgement and sharing all his worries from the beginning. For all the
efforts he had gone to trying to protect her, what he really wanted was for her
to protect him, as she always had. 


She
sat in silence, letting him tell his story without interruption, although she
couldn’t stop a gasp escaping when Adam’s story reached the confrontation with
Chimera in the caves below Drőm and the timely intervention of his father.



Adam
paused, reaching out his hand to take his mothers, who gave it a reassuring
squeeze. 


“It’s
fine,” she said, tapping the spot on Adam’s chest where the pendant rested
under his t-shirt. “I know he’s still there, in some way at least.”


After
that she stayed silent until Adam finished his tale, and when she did speak
again, she didn’t immediately talk of his father, as Adam had been expecting.  


“I
met the Cogsmith once, although it was a long time ago,” she told him. “Back
when I was with the ‘Five’ we got called upon to help with a Horror that was threatening
the edge of Drőm. Our audience was very brief, but he seemed like an honourable
man, someone who cared about the wellbeing of his people more than anything
else.”


“That
was what we thought too,” Adam admitted. “Even Grimble, who doesn’t have the
highest opinion of… well… anyone. But it seems like Chimera found a way to get
to him. That lot always seems to find a way.”


“So,
what are you planning on doing?” his mum asked him, eyes serious.


“I
don’t know,” Adam slumped slightly lower in his seat and rested his chin on his
hands. “I thought we had sorted everything out, at least for a while, but now
it just seems like things are worse than ever.”


“I think
you may need to speak with your father again,” his mum said, although there was
sadness in her voice as she said it. 


“Right
at the centre of everything, same as always, is the Stairway of Dreams. Like I
told you before, he knew more about the Stairway than anyone, so if there is
something that can be done, he will be able to tell you. If all my years in
Reverie taught me anything, it was that if you can fix the Stairway, unravel
whatever has got wrapped around it, then everything else will fall into place.”


She
stopped, deep in thought for a moment. “You said that your pendant had been
mended. Can I see?” 


Adam
nodded and pulled the repaired pendant from under his shirt. The line where the
previous ugly red scar running across it now replaced with the brighter,
contrasting blue metal of Greta’s repair. 


“It
doesn’t look quite like it used to, but I can control my Daydreams again... and
I think that I might finally be able to speak to Dad.”


He
could feel his throat constricting as he finished the sentence. Every time he
mentioned his dad, he felt a strange mix of emotions. It wasn’t helped by the
equally complex reaction that ran across his mum’s face. Always expressive, this
time it was impossible to read the look she was giving him. There was obvious pride
and affection, memories of the man she had loved, tempered by the remembered
pain and sadness of loss. But there was something else, something difficult to
identify, hiding somewhere behind the more obvious and expected emotions. It
was almost as if she was afraid… but of what Adam wasn’t sure.


“Have
you tried to contact him yet?” His mum asked him quietly. 


“No,
not yet. To be honest I’m not even sure how,” Adam admitted. “But I have the
strongest feeling that I will be able to now… as soon as I can work out what to
do. It’s like I know where I have to go, I’m just not quite sure how to get there
yet.” 


“But
it sounds like you will need to. I’m guessing things have only got worse with
the Stairway?”


“They
have, much worse. Lucid is about the most worried I have ever seen him, which
considering what we have been through over the last few months, means things
are pretty serious.” 


“I
wish I had all the answers you need,” his mum said, rubbing the fingers of one
hand unconsciously across the other, something that Adam knew she always did
when she was feeling nervous. “But this time I’m afraid that I don’t, and your
father is the best chance you have to get the answers you need. I never
realised just how much of him lived on inside the pendant, never heard the
voices that you hear.” 


She
paused, her fingers still tracing patterns across her other hand.


“But
I believe you when you say that you hear his voice, and if anyone is able to
speak to him it would be you… just be careful. All of the things that happened
to him… to us, they took their toll.”


Once
again, Adam could tell that there was more behind her words, a part of her story
that she had never shared. Since they had returned from the Dream World his mum
had shared bits and pieces about her past, little snippets as they sat together
each evening. She had told him about those early years when she had spent
nearly all her time in Reverie, back when she was one of the Five herself. 


Between
the memories his mum had shared, and the information he had been able to glean
from Lucid and Grimble, Adam knew that his father had been a Dream Being. One
that had shared a life with his mum, and that for a while they had been
blissfully happy together. 


Then
something had gone terribly wrong and his father had sacrificed himself,
suffering awful injuries to save the rest of the Five, after Isenbard had
betrayed them all.


He’d
heard from Grimble that shortly after that, his mother had left the Five,
taking his father far away to care for him. He also suspected that they had
lived, for a while at least, in the ancient house he had passed on his first
voyage down the Weave. The sight of it had stirred memories in him, voices,
sounds, and smells that had meant little to him at the time. 


But
there were still gaps, big ones. It was like working on a jigsaw puzzle. He had
the edges of it, could feel the overall shape even if he couldn’t see the whole
picture yet, but too many of the pieces in the middle, the ones that told the
full story, were upside down, stuck together, or simply missing. 


He
didn’t know what had happened to the house by the Weave, why his memories were
of flames, shouting, and fear. He also still had no idea what had happened to
his father during those intervening years, how he had ended up as nothing more
than a memory living on within his pendant. 


He
wanted answers, but at the same time was filled with an inexplicable fear of
what those answers might be, and what they could mean for their odd little
family unit. 


“Don’t
worry, I’m always careful,” was all Adam could manage, the bigger questions he
had intended to ask getting stuck in his throat. It wasn’t even as if he was
telling the truth, if anything his adventures in Reverie had often been the
result of a complete lack of carefulness. 


The
part of his brain that seemed to take great pleasure in highlighting his
mistakes didn’t waste any time, quickly pulling up a checklist of his main
characteristics, and while impulsiveness, luck, and perhaps the occasional
moment of bravery made it onto the list, carefulness didn’t even feature.


Realising
that his mum was giving him a bit of a strange look, his mental review having
taken a bit longer than he expected, Adam forced a confident smile onto his
face. 


“Extremely
careful,” he repeated. 


 


The
imminent arrival of Christmas had meant that school had finally broken up for
the year, which normally would have been the cause of great celebration, although
this year Adam hadn’t even realised until his mum had reminded him. He’d
stumbled downstairs, still half asleep, and received a puzzled, but amused,
look from his mum when she’d seen he had his school uniform on. 


After
changing into something more suitable for the start of the holidays, and
thinking that Nora was likely catching up on some much-needed sleep after her
prolonged visit to Reverie, Adam decided to see if Charlie was free. The idea
of doing something relatively normal for the day was overwhelmingly appealing.  


Charlie
was his normal exuberant self, with the imminent arrival of Christmas having
dialled his already pathological cheeriness up to eleven. 


“What
do you fancy doing then?” he asked, as they strolled side by side towards the
town centre. 


“I
don’t mind,” Adam admitted. “I just wanted to get out of the house for a bit
and find something normal to do.”


“Well
if it's normal you’re after, I’m your man,” Charlie said, with a lopsided grin.
“None of the things I tried got me into your Dream World, and I’ve pretty much
run out of ideas. Plus, mum and dad were starting to get a bit worried about
me. Pretty much as a last resort I tried falling asleep with my bike in bed
with me, just in case that was the thing that linked me to Reverie, like your
pendant, or your mum’s ring, or Nora’s uhmm… you know… big scary monster thing.”


“And
how did that go?”


“Badly,”
Charlie replied. “I didn’t get into Reverie, but I did get oil all over my bed
covers, my mum thinks I have gone mad, and it turns out sharing your bed with a
bicycle is really uncomfortable. I think I’ve still got tyre marks on my face.”


He
paused and rubbed his cheek. If it was anyone else then Adam would have thought
they were lying, telling tall tales or showing off, but Charlie was about the
most single-minded person he had ever met. So in his particular case, he was
pretty sure his friend was telling the truth, odd as it might be. 


“So,
it looks like I won’t be joining you in your adventures any time soon,” Charlie
concluded rather glumly. “Which brings me back to doing normal stuff. I can’t
fly or shoot weird darkness out my hands, but I can still do normal things really,
really well.”


“Thanks
mate,” Adam said, knowing that behind Charlie’s bravado there was genuine
disappointment and frustration that he couldn’t play a bigger part in the
nightly adventures in Reverie. “You might not believe me, but that’s some of
the best news I have had in ages. Maybe we could go and do some last-minute
Christmas shopping?”


“Sure,
who do you still need to buy presents for?”


“Umm…
everyone,” Adam replied, rather sheepishly. 


The
rest of the day passed more quickly than Adam would have liked, the shopping a
blur of slightly panicked gift buying, including an awkward moment when Charlie
had to look away while Adam bought his present. 


Still,
the whole thing was a very welcome change of pace, and it wasn’t until Adam had
returned home and was about to get into bed, a small pile of hastily wrapped
presents safely stowed away in his wardrobe, that the enormity of the problems
he was about to face back in Reverie came crashing down on him once again.











Chapter 15


When Adam re-entered
Reverie, it was to a far less peaceful scene than the one he’d left behind the
previous night. The glowing patterns of his companion’s thoughts were no longer
clustered in the small, low stone cottage. Instead, they were in a winding,
broken line, part way between the spot where Adam had left them and the docks
in Drőm. As Adam’s consciousness flew down towards them, he could see the
occasional flare around the shape of his friends. An expanding bloom of light
which meant that they were excited, stressed, or scared… or possibly all three.



As
Adam dropped into the Dream World it was immediately clear that the ‘all three’
option was the correct one. His companions were dashing through the barren
fields, flurries of snow exploding around them. Normally he had at least a few
moments to orientate himself when he arrived in Reverie, but this time things were
far too chaotic to do anything but start running. Within seconds of appearing,
Adam found himself stumbling next to Nora, who grabbed his arm by the elbow and
dragged him alongside her. 


“Hi,
glad you could make it,” she shouted, trying to make herself heard over the
noise all around them. A mixture of explosions, clanking, and the rasping
breath of Grimble as he pelted along just ahead of them. 


“What’s
going on?” Adam yelled back, doing his best not to trip over his own feet. 


“Just
before dawn the Cogsmith’s guards found the cottage,” Nora replied. “I turned
up about the same time. Fortunately, we got out just before they completely
surrounded us, and since then it’s been pretty much a running battle. We're
heading towards the docks, although I have no idea what will happen when we get
there. It’s pretty certain they will be waiting for us there, probably lots and
lots of them.”


“Not
sure that’s a great plan,” Adam yelled, ducking as a further burst from one of
the pursuing Drőmer machines narrowly missed them both. Nora grimaced and
swung her arm, a coil of shadow whipping out and shielding them from the worst
of the blast. 


“They're
definitely getting closer. I don’t think we’ve got any chance of reaching the
docks before one of them gets through,” she told him, as they continued
running. “I’ve been doing my best, staying at the back and covering the rest, but
there is no way I can keep blocking everything they throw at us.” 


“How
close to the Weave are we?” Adam asked, an idea popping into his head. 


“How
on earth would I know,” Nora shouted back. “I’ve never been here before.”


“Close,”
Grimble yelled over his shoulder. “The Weave is just over there, but it doesn’t
help us. Not unless you happen to have a boat hidden about your person.”


“Not
exactly,” Adam replied, “but if everyone heads for the Weave there is something
I could try.”


“Fine,”
Grimble grunted, dropping back to run alongside Adam. “But your plan better be a
good one. In a minute we’re going to be stuck between the Weave and a whole
army of those clanking metal monstrosities.”


Just
ahead of him Adam could see Lucid and Bella, jogging along to either side of
the smaller and terrified looking Greta. Her leather aprons weren’t suited to
sprinting through the snow, but she was making a determined effort all the
same, with several large satchels hanging across her body. 


One
of her arms was pumping in time with her legs, while the other clutched the
satchels protectively. It meant that her run was a little lopsided and
unbalanced, like a tight rope walker constantly on the brink of falling from
their line, but Adam presumed that whatever was in the satchels was something
Greta valued enough to make that sacrifice. 


“How
did she end up with us?” Adam asked. 


“She
was still with us at the cottage when the guards arrived,” Grimble replied, ducking
his head reflexively as another loud detonation shook the ground just behind
them, “and they weren’t fussed about stopping to ask questions. I don’t think
there’s much of her cottage left beyond rubble, and I doubt they will treat her
kindly if they lay hands on her now.” 


He
gave Adam a quick slap on the back, which was about the closest he ever came to
encouragement. “Right. You do whatever it is you need to do, and I will get the
others to head towards the Weave.” 


Then
he was off, leaving Adam behind and forging determinedly through the snow towards
Lucid and the others. Moments later the whole group changed direction, Grimble
now leading the way, heading into the deeper drifts, on the route to the
nearest banks of the Weave. 


Adam
knew that they had no time to spare, which was highlighted by the arrival of
another of the giant suits. Plummeting from the sky, landing just behind Adam
and Nora, its weight shook the ground, scattering shards of ice and snow in all
directions. 


“Could
you… you know?” Adam asked Nora, nodding in the direction of the nearest
machine.


“Do
what exactly?” Nora replied, scowling. 


Adam
tried to think of a polite way of expressing himself, but he didn’t really have
the time for subtlety, so settled for saying, “Do your ‘Grrr’ thing,” while lifting
his hands in front of his face to simulate claws or teeth.


“Charming,”
Nora shouted at Adam’s retreating back, as he pushed ahead towards the Weave, using
the few moments that he hoped Nora would be able to buy them.  


He
could feel the Weave just ahead, a mass of dreams waiting for him. He felt the
same immediate connection that he always did, and to his relief, it was met
with a glow of welcoming warmth from his pendant. 


“Don’t
let me down now,” he muttered to himself as he reached the bankside. The nearest
mists were gently coiling across the surface, mixed in with the occasional frozen
shards of dreams that had fascinated Adam on their way to Drőm. 


Dropping
to his knees Adam leant forward and thrust his arms into the Weave, feeling a comforting
tingle as the nearest misty strands brushed his skin. He could still remember
the first time he had tried this, when he had stopped Isenbard’s Horror, and
the feeling of trepidation when his hands had entered the River of Dreams.
There was no uncertainty now, the mists feeling entirely familiar, although much,
much colder than normal. 


Closing
his eyes, he could feel the Weave all around him, his consciousness flowing
with it. Adam knew it would be easy to let his mind wander for hours, drifting with
the Weave and letting it absorb all his worries, spreading them more and more
thinly as it flowed across Reverie, down every channel and tributary. But he
didn’t give in to the temptation, much as he might have wanted to, and instead
focused fully on finding the Dreamskipper. As his mind raced down the Weave it
wasn’t hard to locate, still the only barge anywhere near the docks. 


With
a deep inward breath, hoping that he knew what he was doing, Adam remembered a
Dream where he had been careering down a never-ending water slide, the rushing
water dragging him ever onward. It wasn’t a perfect fit for what he wanted, but
it was the closest he could think of at such short notice. 


Trying
to replicate the feeling of the water pulling him down, Adam reached out within
the Weave and could almost immediately feel the mists of the great river
responding. The cold, lazy flow as it lapped against the small docks
intensifying and beginning to swirl like water spinning its way down a
plughole. To begin with, Adam wasn’t sure if his idea was working, cobbled
together at the last minute, and his first real attempt at a proper Daydream in
a long time. Then the Dreamskipper began to move, almost imperceptibly at
first, then more noticeable as the Weave began to drag it from its moorings. 


There
were startled cries from the Drőmer guardsmen stationed along the docks, with
the lone guard who had been standing on the deck of the Dreamskipper
particularly panicked by the sudden movement. With a short, lumbering run he made
it down the gangplank, jumping the last metre back onto the relative safety of
the boardwalk. As he landed, the Dreamskipper pulled clear of the dock, and the
connecting wooden plank dropped away into the mists below. 


Adam
gave a sigh of relief, if there had been anyone left on the barge then the next
part of his plan, such as it was, would have been even harder. Although they
hadn’t exactly had the warmest of welcomes from the Drőmer, he wasn’t
ready to drop any of them into the bottomless depths of the Weave if he could
help it. 


His
immediate surroundings were a blur. Lucid, Grimble and the others nothing more
than ghosts fading in and out of existence around him, but their voices still
reached him, echoing and distorted. 


“Whatever
you’re planning on doing, you need to do it now. They’re nearly on us.”


Adam
nodded, his vision still full of the Weave, and clenched his fists. As he did
the whirling gyre he had created within his Daydream opened fully, and with a
final effort he felt the Dreamskipper sink beneath the surface, vanishing
completely as the mists closed over it. 


When
Adam opened his eyes again it was to see the Lucid staring straight at him, no
more than a couple of inches from his face. 


“Arrgh…
I wish you would stop doing that,” he managed.


“Did
it work. Whatever it was you did?” Lucid asked, backing away slightly. There
was a deep gash across his face that hadn’t been there a few minutes ago, and
as Adam’s hearing returned to normal, he could hear the rumble of the Drőmer
suits drawing close.


“We’re
out of time,” Grimble shouted across. He didn’t sound like he was panicking
exactly. As far as Adam could remember Grimble never actually panicked, but he
did sound quite stressed.


There
was a gentle rippling noise and the Dreamskipper rose from the Weave directly
next to them, bobbing to the surface like a rubber duck in a bath. Although,
Adam thought to himself, in this case the rubber duck was a large, flat
bottomed barge, and the bath was a massive river of mist, surrounded by giant
metal death robots… so probably not that good an analogy after all. 


“I
see… good work Adam,” Lucid said, eyes wide and relief spilling out with every
syllable.  


“Right
everyone, all aboard seems like a good idea,” he added but this time shouting
so the others could hear him above the background noise. 


As
the rest of the companions gathered on the edge of the Weave, Lucid grabbed a
dangling line with one long arm, teetering on his tiptoes for a precarious
moment before regaining his footing and heaving the Dreamskipper closer. This
still left a bit of a gap between the barge and the bank, and for a minute Adam
thought that Grimble wasn’t going to risk the jump, short as it was. 


Then
his mind was made up for him, as first Bella and then Nora leapt across, a
trailing shadowy tentacle plucking Grimble from the ground en-route, before
dumping him unceremoniously on the flat deck. Shortly behind them was Lucid,
who landed lightly before making his way straight to the wheel.


That
just left Adam and Greta, who was looking a bit stunned. Unlike the others, she
had no experience of Adam and Nora’s odd powers. Up until now, her life had
consisted of workshops, science, and a world where cause and effect at least
tried to remain on speaking terms. Adam couldn’t even imagine what she must be
thinking or feeling, although for the moment he didn’t really have the time to
try.  


“Come
on Greta,” he yelled, snapping her out of her paralysis. “Grab my hand and
we’ll jump it together.”


Nodding,
although not with a great deal of confidence. Greta reached out to him, the
rough callouses of her fingers grating against his as she squeezed tightly. 


“Three,
two, one… go.” Adam tugged on Greta’s arm and took three running steps before
launching himself towards the Dreamskipper, which was just starting to drift
away from the bank. Although Greta had jumped with him, her heavy leather apron
was weighing her down, and while Adam landed squarely on the deck, she only
just made the very edge of the barge, pulling Adam back towards the Weave. Then
the heavy, reassuring grip of Bella’s brass fingers closed around Adam’s arm,
steadying them both. 


“Stay
here,” Bella instructed, before dashing off to help Lucid. They rapidly lowered
the small sail, which billowed out almost immediately, straining to contain the
icy gusts of Drőm. 


Their
need for urgency was obvious, as the silhouette of one the suits appeared on
the closest shore. It was joined almost immediately by a second, then a third. 


Adam
had seen them jump huge distances before and wondered if they would be willing
to risk plummeting into the Weave to catch them now. Then the nearest of the
three raised one heavy arm, facing its open palm towards them, and he realised
they wouldn’t need to leave the safety of solid ground to sink the Dreamskipper
and everyone on board.  


“Can
we go any faster?” 


Lucid
looked up from the wheel, following the line of Adam’s pointing finger to the
riverbank. 


“We’re
already going as fast as we can,” he shouted back. “Another minute and we will
be clear.” 


“Another
minute,” Adam muttered to himself, “is about one minute more than we have.”


He
was still drained from his efforts bringing the Dreamskipper to them. Plus, he
was out of practice after the last few weeks and exhausted from the constant
cycle of worry about the pendant, his family, and his ability to Daydream. Still,
none of that would be any consolation if the barge was turned into a floating
pile of matchsticks, and making excuses wouldn’t help if they ended up plummeting
down through the Weave. So, summoning what little was left of his energy, Adam
made his way to the edge of the barge. 


Remembering
how Grimble had blocked the attack of the machine that had first pursued them
through the snowfields, Adam tried to think of a Daydream that would do
something similar. His imagination, normally a fertile source of inspiration,
was having none of it, his brain far too tired to provide anything useful. 


“Come
on,” Adam grunted, mentally slapping himself around the brain, “think of
something.”


The
glow in the centre of the machine's hand was a brightening orange by this
point, the vents in the forearm opening to allow bursts of steam to escape, giving
off a high-pitched whining noise audible even at this distance. 


With
no time left to think Adam just did the first thing that popped into his mind, recalling
the moment he had tried to hold Chimera back in the underground Cavern using a
stream of ice and snow. The metal suit was a lot further away than Chimera had
been, but the knowledge that his pendant was working again had filled Adam with
renewed confidence. Even at this range, he hit the machine with his first
attempt, a barrage of ice completely encasing the raised arm. Whether it was because
he had covered the glowing aperture on the hand, or the fact that the steam
vents on the arm were blocked, the results were immediate and catastrophic. 


The
whining sound escalated into something so loud and high-pitched that Adam had
to cover his ears. He was glad he had, as a second later there was an almighty
‘bang’ as the machine's arm exploded into fragments, blasting the rest of suit
back into the snow, where it lay still and smouldering. The shockwave was enough
to knock several of the closest Drőmer suits off their feet, the nearest
one toppling forward into the Weave and immediately vanishing.  


More
Drőmer were arriving by the moment, congregating around their fallen
comrades, but by now the barge was building up speed, pulling away into the
faster currents in the centre of the Weave. Several more raised their arms,
giving off the same sinister orange glow as they built up power, but before any
of them had the chance to fire, the Dreamskipper rounded the nearest bend and moved
out of their range. 


“Will
they be able to follow us down the bank?” Nora asked, squinting nervously
through the snaking mists. 


“Almost
certainly,” Greta replied glumly. “They have enough fuel to travel
independently for several days if they need to. The best we can do is stay in
the centre of the Weave, as far from land as possible. Hopefully, they will lose
us in the mists.” 


The
next few hours passed in tense silence, all of the companion’s attention
focused on their surroundings, listening out for the tell-tale clanking noise
of their pursuers. Eventually, Adam saw Lucid’s shoulders relax slightly as he
leant forward across the wheel, looking more like his generally calm and genial
self. 


“I
think we may actually be clear,” Lucid said with the first glimpse of a smile
returning to his face like a long-missed friend. “I haven’t seen or heard a
sign of those monstrosities for hours.” 


He
turned to Bella for confirmation, who just nodded curtly. For Adam that was
enough, if Bella hadn’t heard anything, then there was nothing to hear. He let
out a long, slow exhalation of relief, before letting himself sink to the deck,
resting his back against the rail. 


A
couple of minutes later he was joined by Nora, who dropped down onto her heels
next to him, arms wrapped around her knees. 


“Never
boring when we go somewhere is it?” she said, trying her best to sound
nonchalant about everything they had just been through. 


“No,
I suppose not,” Adam replied, although he hadn’t got the energy to match her upbeat
tone, fake as it obviously was. “But I don’t think that will be the end of it.
Chimera is back and he’s got his claws into the Drőmer. They still have a
load of those Exile devices and it sounds to me like they intend to use them.”


Nora
nodded, her expression turning grim, the thin veneer of good humour immediately
worn away by Adam’s summary of the problems they still had to face. 


“And
then there are those machines, the ones that chased us all over Drőm,”
Adam continued, not really wanting to bring the mood down any further, but so
full of worries that he couldn’t stop those nearest the surface spilling out. 


“They
were made with Nightmare energy, the corrupted Weave, and the dark stones that the
Nightmares were mining for. I know that we have escaped for now, but I think
that this could be the start of something terrible.” 


He
looked across the deck to where Grimble was sat on his own, staring down at his
feet as he had been for the entire journey. 


“I think
that the Drőmer are about to declare war on visiting Dreamers, try and get
rid of them from Reverie completely. Grimble knows it, he hasn’t said a word
since we left.”


Adam
could still remember Grimble’s quiet pride in Drőm during their inward
journey, despite his personal doubts over some of the things he’d left behind. All
of that had been wrung out of him during their brief time with the Cogsmith, and
now he looked about as miserable as it was possible to be. 


Adam
was about to walk over and offer some sort of comfort to his friend when Lucid
tapped him on the shoulder. 


“I’ll
speak to him,” he said softly. “I have known the old grouch since his earliest
days in Nocturne, and I understand the pain of living away from my people.”


Adam
nodded gratefully. He hadn’t got a clue what he would have said to try and lift
Grimble’s spirits, but he was sure that Lucid would know just the right thing
to say, like he always seemed to. 


A couple
of Lucid’s long strides took him across to Grimble’s hunched form, where he sank
into a sitting position mirroring his old friend. Neither spoke, but after a
minute or so Grimble raised his head and rested it on the shoulder of his lanky
companion. Adam couldn’t be sure in the half-light of the evening, but he
thought he could see the glistening of tears among the fine grey hairs on
Grimble’s cheeks. 


Not
wanting to intrude any further, Adam made his way to the other end of the barge.
It was getting late, and he knew that soon enough he would have to return home,
the journey back from Drőm likely to take at least a further full day and
night. 


Finding
a relatively comfortable spot in the corner of the small cabin, Adam wrapped
himself in one of the thick blankets that Lucid and Bella had stowed in
readiness for their journey. It was still chilly, and the memory of Grimble’s
tortured expression kept replaying over and over in his mind, making it harder
than normal to get to sleep. 


Even
then, the gentle motion of the Dreamskipper as it ploughed on through the Weave
eventually lulled Adam’s tired brain into oblivion. 











Chapter 16


The gentle morning light cut
through the gap in his bedroom curtains, tickling his eyelids with a
kaleidoscope of colour.  


“Go
away,” Adam muttered, hoping that squeezing his eyes shut even more tightly
would block the light and convince his body to get some actual rest. Unfortunately,
all it actually achieved was to give him a slight headache.


For
a few more minutes he made a determined effort to relax, but his brain wasn’t
having any of it, darting from thought to thought like an impatient mayfly. Eventually,
he gave it up as a bad job and rolled out of bed. 


By
the time Adam made his way downstairs his mum had already finished her
breakfast and was perched in front of their small television watching a re-run
of some old movie or other. Adam had noticed that she had been getting up earlier
and earlier recently. Most mornings, by the time Adam got downstairs, she would
already be up and in the middle of something. 


Neither
of them had discussed it, but Adam was pretty sure that despite her
protestations to the contrary, her time in Reverie was still affecting her
sleep more than she had been letting on. It also helped explain why she had
thrown so much of her time and energy into Christmas this year, taking the
chance to occupy her mind with something other than bad memories. 


Deciding
not to disturb her Adam poured himself some cereal and sat on his own in the
kitchen re-running the events of the last night. 


It
was hard work to bring his unruly thoughts under control, but he tried his best.
On the plus side, and it was a big plus, his pendant had been fixed and he was
able to use his Daydreams again. He had also found a new friend in Greta. Or if
not a friend, then at least a companion in adversity. 


On
the negative side, it seemed like the Drőmer were attempting to bring an
end to Dreamers visiting Reverie. It was a huge undertaking, but even if they
failed in their overall plan, every Dreamer that they did succeed in exiling
would forever lose a connection to something magical. On top of that, Adam was starting
to think that the attacks on Dreamers could be related to the problems at the
Stairway of Dreams that had so worried Lucid and the others in the first place.



Then
there was the rather more immediate problem of Chimera, with his influence
wrapped all around the Cogsmith and across the rest of Drőm, feeding the
insecurities and distrust that festered just beneath the surface.


Adam
sighed, despite the repair of his pendant, the balance was still heavily
weighted towards bad news. When you also included his encounter with the
‘Dreamlord’ and his growing suspicion about who had been whispering in his ear,
it was easy to feel a bit overwhelmed. 


For
most of the day Adam just bumbled around the house, finding himself at a loose
end, far too distracted to settle into doing anything in particular. His brain
was so full of the problems in Reverie that it was impossible to concentrate on
anything else. Even his favourite video games let him down, the adventures he
had so happily lost himself in the previous year seeming shallow and pointless now
he had experienced the real thing. 


By
the time evening came around his mum had obviously had enough of Adam’s moping and
dragged him into the kitchen to help her make yet another batch of mince pies. 


“I
know that there’s plenty going on at the moment,” she said, as he helped her
roll out the pastry, “and perhaps Christmas doesn’t seem that important, but it
will be good for you… good for both of us to have something we can look forward
to here.”


She
stopped and gave Adam a steady look. “But it doesn’t mean we can’t talk about
Reverie too, if you want.”


Although
it wasn’t exactly a question, it was left hanging in the air a couple of
seconds longer than was completely comfortable. 


“It’s
all a bit… complicated,” Adam admitted, not really wanting to bring Reverie up
again and realising that this time with his mum, doing something completely
normal like making mince pies, was exactly what he needed at the moment. 


“We
can talk about it another time if you want, maybe after the mince pies?” his
mum conceded, although she still looked concerned. 


Tonight
he would be back in Reverie, trying to unravel the mystery of the Stairway of
Dreams and hoping that he and his friends could stay one step ahead of Chimera
and the other adversaries that seemed to be piling up against them. But for now,
all he wanted to do was spend some time looking forward to Christmas, eat too
much and watch old movie reruns on the sofa.


There
were a couple of further times later that evening when his mum tried to bring
the conversation back around to Reverie and the problems Adam was facing, but eventually,
she gave up and settled back on her side of the sofa, munching away on a family-sized
bag of popcorn. All the same, Adam could see her giving him the occasional
worried look when she thought he was too engrossed in the film to notice. 


When
the credits finally rolled it was getting late, close to midnight. Although she
didn’t say anything more about Reverie, as she wished Adam goodnight his mum
gave his hand a tighter squeeze than normal.


There
was a chill in his room when Adam went to bed, the heating having cut out a
couple of hours earlier. The warmth of his bedclothes was a comforting
contrast, and for the first time in as long as he could remember Adam rolled
himself in his duvet, like a caterpillar in its cocoon. He hadn’t done it since
he was much younger, but it immediately brought back memories of simpler times
when his imagination had done a much better job of staying inside his head. 


It
was very tempting to just drift away and rest in blissful darkness, but eventually
Adam snaked his arm out from within his tightly wrapped covers and gripped the
cool metal of his pendant, opening the door back into Reverie as he dropped
away into dreams.











Chapter 17


When Adam re-joined his
companions, they were already drawing close to the end of their journey home. 


Seeing
the squat ugliness of Nocturne’s docks in the distance filled Adam with more joy
than he would normally have felt possible. It was grubby and squalid, but it
was also full of life and the biggest mix of cultures and languages that Adam
had experienced anywhere in Reverie, a world far removed from the strict partisanship
of Drőm. 


Plus,
it had a very recognisable smell, a mixture of spices, foods, and random traded
goods that was so vibrant you could almost see the fragrance drifting through
the air, hanging heavily above the low warehouses and workshops like a
rainbow-flecked smog. 


Adam
hadn’t realised you could miss a smell quite so badly, especially one like the
docks, until the first wafts hit him across the face. It literally brought
tears to his eyes, but whether it was relief, happiness or just an odd stinging
sensation was almost impossible to tell. 


It
didn’t take Lucid long to bring the Dreamskipper safely into dock. The sight of
the city even managed to lift Grimble’s spirits. He didn’t exactly smile, but
as he walked down the gangplank he hardly scowled at all. 


Blissfully
ignorant of the troubles brewing across Reverie, the inhabitants of Nocturne were
busy enjoying their own Winter celebrations. As Adam and his companions made
their way through the city, wending their way from the Docks to the Mansion,
the changes in the City since their last visit were obvious. Colourful banners
were hanging across the streets, dangling from the open windows of the building’s
upper stories. 


Adam
spotted a few residents dressed up in outlandish outfits, colourful, cartoonish
recreations of Dreams and Nightmares. Stepping to one side he allowed a pair of
young Sornette to scamper past, giggling and crying out to each other. One was
dressed as a Dreamer, wearing a pair of rather baggy striped pyjamas,
alternately laughing and giving fake squeals of fear. The other was dressed up
like a miniature version of a monstrous Nightmare. A giant papier mache head,
complete with wobbling fangs, was stuck on the youngster’s head. Unfortunately,
the head was so large that it bobbled violently from side to side with each
step, although this didn’t stop its occupant from raising small, skinny arms
topped with outlandishly large, and obviously fake, clawed hands, and making a
series of enthusiastic growls and roars.


“Apparently
these are the only few days of the year when everyone in Reverie celebrates Dreamers,
Nightmares and all of the other oddities that make this place special,” Nora
told Adam as they continued down the street, drinking in the sights and sounds.



“Most
of the time they pretty much ignore Dreamers, other than the occasional
Sleepwalker, but for the next couple of days that’s all people will think about.”


“I
think it’s nice that they celebrate the fact that Dreamers come here,” Adam said.
“Sometimes I wonder if we are nothing more than a massive pain in the neck to
most of the people in Reverie. The Drőmer certainly seemed to think so.” 


“There
are a few traditions that we keep to,” Lucid told them. “Most importantly, rather
than bringing scares or terrors with them, the ‘Nightmares’ bring gifts and sweetcakes.
That’s the problem with what Ephialtes and her friends are doing. Up until now,
we all had a place in Reverie, including Nightmares… but she has thrown it all
out of balance. I wonder how long the celebrations would last if everyone had
seen the things we have.”  


Adam
was jostled to one side as another youngster dashed past him, pausing to yell a
quick, “sorry!” before remembering itself and giving a half-hearted growl as it
ran off, a long, snaking tail made of roughly stitched rags dragging along
behind it. 


On
the way to the Mansion they passed any number of similar scenes, pairs of
children playing the roles of Dreamer and Nightmare. Adam found the whole thing
strangely reassuring, a sign that Dreamers were still welcome in at least one
part of Reverie. Even Grimble was uncharacteristically forgiving. Rather than
growling depreciations as a tiny Nightmare dressed as a two headed cat pushed
past him, shrieking in excitement, he just tutted with a half-smile on his
grizzled face.


Tailing
along a short way behind the rest of the group, Greta was as wide-eyed and full
of wonder as a child at an amusement park. It was clear that she wasn’t used to
seeing anything like the lively mix of races jostling along together. Every new
sight was met with obvious delight as they made their way across the crowded
market square and through the last few streets on the way to the Mansion.  


When
they arrived, the doors were opened by the hugely relieved looking Mrs. Snugs,
who was even more flustered than normal. Her relief was reflected in the
absolutely huge feast that she had laid on for them in the dining hall, a vast
array of odd (but delicious) buffet snacks that took up most of the companion’s
attention for the first hour. Their escape from Drőm had taken its toll,
leaving everyone tired and hungry. While they couldn’t do anything immediately
about the tiredness, their hunger was more easily dealt with. 


Adam
still wasn’t sure how food and drink worked as he moved between the worlds, but
it seemed that no matter how well he ate back at home with his mother, without
food in the Dream World he would still feel hungry. 


When
they had finally finished eating, the five of them gathered around the grand
table in the centre of the room. 


“So,
what now?” Nora asked. “We know that the Nightmares have squirmed their way into
Drőm and that they’ve helped them make some sort of horrible device that
exiles Dreamers forever.”


“And
whatever it is that they are doing could be what is causing all the weird
fluctuations in the Stairway of Dreams,” Lucid added, turning to face Adam as
he continued. 


“You
said that perhaps your father might be the one to ask about the Stairway, maybe
even tell us more about what is happening… and how we can save it. Now we are
away from Drőm, and your pendant has been repaired…” 


He
left the unspoken question hanging in the air between them. 


“You’re
right,” Adam sighed, trying not to let the weariness he felt show. “Although I
probably need somewhere with a bit of space… and peace, if that’s okay. I’ve
never tried this before, and I really don’t know how well things will go.”


He
got no argument from the rest of the Five, who clearly didn’t have any better
ideas. 


Leaving
the others to continue their discussions in the Dining Room, Adam made his way
to a small room hidden away down one of the Mansion’s impossibly long
corridors. Nestled away behind a thick hardwood door it was sparsely furnished,
with a couple of short bookcases against one wall, filled with heavy,
leather-bound books. There was also a low desk in the centre of the room, made
of the same dark wood as the bookcases, with a comfy looking high-armed chair
sat in front of it. The whole room was bathed in a gentle green light,
filtering through the coloured glass of a tall lamp standing in the far corner.



As
with most of the rooms in the Mansion, outside of the dining room, kitchen, and
laboratory, he was pretty sure he had never seen it before. It was one of the
mysteries of Reverie that he had failed to solve. 


The Mansion
that ‘The Five’ used as their base of operations seemed to follow rules all of
its own, with some rooms which Adam was pretty sure only existed for the brief
time he spent within them. Then there were others which appeared to be
completely identical to each other, despite being in totally different parts of
the grand old house, including one he could remember which he had come across
in at least three different locations and on two different floors. 


As a
test he had left himself a note, wedged in a sideboard draw, and hadn’t been
particularly surprised to find the same note, in the same draw, but in a completely
different part of the Mansion a couple of weeks later. 


Still,
despite its rather confusing nature, the place generally seemed to know what he
needed, so he hoped that this room would give him the right space to finally
try and speak with his father. 


The
single chair in front of the desk was the only place to sit down aside from the
floor, but fortunately it was as comfortable as it looked. After taking a few
minutes to try and clear his head, which was pretty much impossible, he gripped
the pendant in his fist and closed his eyes tightly. He wasn’t sure how this
was supposed to work, or even if what he was trying was possible, but he knew
that he had to make the attempt. Everything that he and his friends had gone
through, everything that people like Greta had risked helping them, had been to
get to this point. 


Admittedly
nothing had worked out as he had originally hoped or planned, but somehow, he
had still managed to fix the pendant and save whatever remained of his father,
somewhere deep within the metal casing. Now he needed his father’s help, to get
his advice about the Stairway of Dreams and the strange events that had led to
their travels in the first place. 


Concentrating
as hard as he could, Adam tried to form the words he wanted in his mind,
remembering the way his father’s voice had appeared to jump straight into his
brain when he had seen him in the ice cave. 


“Dad…
are you there… can you hear me?”


There
was no reply to Adam’s unspoken question, but in the shimmering darkness of his
mind’s eye, he thought he spotted a glimpse of movement, right on the edge of
his vision. 


Then
a wavering shape stepped into view, initially out of focus. To Adam, it felt
like the time he had tried on one of his friend’s glasses and had been
surprised at how blurry everything had become, plus it had given him a terrible
headache that had lasted all afternoon. Trying to focus on the figure was
incredibly hard, every time he thought he was starting to see it more clearly,
it would drift away again, the effort of it all making his head throb. 


Adam
cast his mind back to the countless hours of training he had shared with Lucid,
locked away in the safety of the Mansion. During those hours, day after day,
Lucid had patiently stood with him while he struggled to control his
Daydreaming. Time after time he had failed, until the secret to using his
powers had finally become clear. 


Daydreams
weren’t something to be forced, it was like trying to grab hold of water or
mist. The tighter you tried to grip it, the more it would slip through your
fingers. It was hard, when you were tired and frustrated, to relax and let your
mind wander, leading you to where you needed to be, but eventually he had
managed it. 


It
felt the same now. The more he tried to focus on the figure the more it seemed
to slip away, so instead of concentrating he let his mind drift, trusting it to
find its own way… and it worked. 


The blurry
edges of the shape slowly resolved themselves into sharply defined lines. The
outline of a slim man, short dark hair cropped close and shaggy around a
slender, smiling face. It was the man’s eyes that held Adam’s attention,
immediately familiar to him, ever since he had first found the painting showing
his mother and father standing close together. A patch of light smeared
outwards from each eye socket, glimmering and crackling with a quiet power, a
sign of his father’s true nature as a dream being. 


The
figure raised a hand in greeting, initially tentatively, as if he was afraid
that Adam still couldn’t see him, then with more assurance. 


“Adam?”



The
voice was strong and deep, more so than Adam might have expected based upon his
father’s slim build, but he recognised it immediately, coupled with a pulse of
warmth from his pendant. It was the same voice he had heard echoing in his head
when he had been in danger or needed help, the voice he had remembered as he
had passed by the burned-out estate, during his very first voyage on the Weave.



“Dad…
is that you?” Adam replied, his own voice echoing weakly in his ears. 


His
father’s smile broadened and the light bleeding from his eyes blazed,
illuminating his face. 


“Interesting
question… and one I am not entirely sure I can answer. I think this is me, but
I also know that there was a time when I didn’t spend all my time living inside
a tiny metal case.”


He
grinned and stretched out his arms, giving a rather theatrical groan of effort
as he did so. “And just because you have found me doesn’t mean you get three
wishes. Apparently, that only counts for lamps.”


He
straightened up again, looking directly back at Adam.


“But
whatever part of me still remains, I am truly glad that we can finally meet
face to face. I have spent so long watching your progress, seeing you grow into
your potential, powerless to do as much as I wanted to, but now… now we can
finally talk.” 


“That’s
one of the reasons I’m here now… wherever here is,” Adam admitted, rather
awkwardly. He wasn’t sure whether he was still in the Mansion, somewhere in his
own head, or some strange mix of the two. “I needed to talk to you too. There
are things going on in Reverie, really bad things. Something is happening to
the Stairway and you know more about it than anyone.” 


He
paused, his mouth suddenly dry. “Or at least mum said that you knew about it.”


His
dad’s smile slipped for a moment, the mention of Adam’s mother seeming to cause
him physical pain. 


“How
is she… your mother. I don’t have much sense of time here, but judging from how
old you look it’s been a long time since I last saw her. Is she okay… is she…
happy?” 


“She’s
good thanks,” Adam replied, although it was hard to tell whether that was the
answer his father wanted to hear. “Or at least she is now. She’s been through a
lot. She was trapped in Reverie for months, but she’s okay. I just don’t think
she is ready to come back here quite yet.”


“I’m
glad, and not surprised to hear it,” his Dad said. “She was the bravest person
I ever met… and the most stubborn, so it’s no shock that she made it through
whatever it was she had to face.”


His strange
glowing eyes blazed a little more brightly and there was joy and affection in
his father's voice, although there were also undercurrents of regret, as he
continued.  


“Still,
I suppose that is a conversation for another time. I don’t know how long we
have, and you said you had something to ask me. Something about the Stairway of
Dreams?”


“It’s
complicated,” Adam began. “Or at least I think it is. No one seems to be able to
work it out completely. A while ago the Stairway started to flicker,
disappearing for a fraction of a second before coming back again, and it’s been
getting more and more regular.”


“Okay,”
his dad replied, forehead creased in thought. “And do you or your friends have
any thoughts?”


“We
didn’t, not until recently. But then we found out about these strange devices
that the Drőmer have been using to exile Dreamers from Reverie and I
wondered if…” Adam paused, trying to decide if his theory was even worth sharing.
“I wondered if one of the effects of kicking Dreamers out of Reverie was to
hurt the Stairway. I know before Chimera tried to damage it by corrupting
Dreamers and turning them into some sort of weird zombie sleepwalkers, so
perhaps this is the same… just worse.”


Finishing
his explanation, he looked back across at his father, who had started pacing
back and forth. 


“I
spent years of my life studying the Stairway,” his father said, without
breaking his stride. “I had theories, although no one took me seriously. The
Stairway was something sacred, not to be questioned, but I did have questions,
and lots of them. The Stairway came from somewhere. I believe that it was the
Dreamer who created it, and that he is still there, somewhere at the very top.”


Adam
nodded. “There’s been a few times when I think I saw him… the Dreamer I mean. It
hasn’t been often, but a couple of times when I have been entering Reverie,
rather than appearing where I expected I found myself in a tiny bedroom with a
sleeping boy.”


His
father nodded excitedly, the most animated that Adam had seen him. “Exactly.
That’s him… the Dreamer.”


He
stopped and faced Adam, the light in his eyes flaring even more brightly than
when he had spoken about Adam’s mother. “I never got to see him myself, but I
heard tales, just as you describe.”


“But
what does that mean, how does that help us. The whole Stairway is failing.”


“What
I am about to say may sound strange, impossible even,” his father replied, “but
I need you to trust me. No one listened to me before, didn’t believe that what
I was telling them could be true, but it is the only way.”


He
reached out, looking like he was going to grab Adam by the shoulders, but
seemed to think better of it, lowering his arms, although the almost feverish
look on his face remained.  


“You
must wake him, wake the Dreamer. Everyone seems to think that will end the
world, stop time, shatter everything into the tiniest pieces. But they are
wrong, they are all wrong. You need to climb the Stairway.”


“But
that’s impossible,” Adam said, not meaning to interrupt his father, but unable
to stop himself. “No one has ever climbed the Stairway. It never ends, you
would just climb forever.”


“Not
true,” his father replied. “Besides, you aren’t just anyone, you are a
Daydreamer, maybe the greatest Daydreamer that has ever come to Reverie… and
that’s including your Mother, who was pretty special.”


He
reached up and pointed to the glowing light seeping from his eye-sockets. 


“And
you are something even more than that. Half-human and half-dream, one foot in
both worlds as it were. If anyone can get to the top of the Stairway, then it’s
you.”


There
was pride in his father’s voice as he spoke, pride, and something else,
something that Adam couldn’t quite place. 


“Say
I do get to the top of the Stairway somehow, what then?” Adam asked. 


“You…
you must…” 


Before
his father could finish his sentence a shudder ran through the air between
them, distorting Adam’s vision and the sound of his dad’s voice at the same
time. 


Adam
could feel the insistent tug of reality pulling at him, dragging him back out
of… wherever it was he had ended up. 


“What
must I do?” he tried to shout over the top of the increasingly loud rushing
sound filling his ears, but it was hopeless. His father mouthed one last
sentence at him, but the words were ripped away and scattered like confetti in
the wind, lost before Adam could find any sort of sense or shape in them.


Then
he was gone, the world snapping back into view. The comfort of the Mansion,
which had been so welcome after the unending bleak ice of Drőm, felt
suddenly barren and empty. He had been so close to his dad that he could have
reached out and touched him… and now the moment had passed Adam wondered why he
hadn’t. He could have hugged his Dad, or at least shook his hand… or done
something, but instead, he had done nothing but talk about the Stairway. 


What
Adam had wanted was some kind of reunion, a chance to find out where he had
come from, and the full truth about what had happened with his mother. Instead,
he’d once again ended up with some sort of impossible task to achieve. 











Chapter 18


When Adam returned to the
dining room it was to a sudden, awkward drop in conversation around the table.
He wasn’t sure how much time had passed since he’d left his companions, but it
must have been longer than it had seemed. The daylight outside had faded away
to darkness and the lamps hanging from the ceiling had all been lit, casting
long shadows across the room.


Nora
was the first to break the silence. 


“So how
did it go. Did you manage to speak to him, to your dad?” 


Adam
could feel the attention of the rest of the room pressing in as he answered, Lucid
and Grimble both also turning to face him. Lucid had his elbows on the table,
chin rested on long, steepled fingers, whereas Grimble was leaning back in his
chair, although still every bit as focused as his tall friend. Standing just
off to their side Greta looked awkwardly out of place, like a child who had
been caught staying up after bedtime, hands fiddling absentmindedly with one of
her apron’s many pockets. At the back of the dining room Bella was lounging on
one of the armchairs, one leg over the arm, her wide-brimmed hat pulled down
over her eyes, but even so, Adam knew she was listening intently. 


“It
worked,” he said, his voice quiet, struggling to fill the space his friends had
left for him. “I spoke to my father and he told me what I have to do.” 


Frowning,
Adam thought back to the last piece of advice his dad had shouted at him, lost
before he could hear it. “Or at least most of what I have to do.”


“And
that is?” Lucid asked, pushing himself upright in his chair. 


“He
said that I need to climb the Stairway.”


There
was a disbelieving grunt from Grimble. “Impossible. Everyone knows it can’t be
done.”


“That’s
what I said,” Adam admitted, “but he thought differently. He said that the only
way to solve things is to climb the Stairway to the top, and that I could be
the one to do it.”


None
of the others had spoken yet, but Adam could almost see the thoughts running
through their heads. The Stairway was the very centre of Reverie, a link
between the Waking World, The Dream World, and the Dreamer, the being that most
believed had created the world of dreams in the first place. To imagine
climbing to the top, to whatever existed at the end of that infinite flight of
stairs was inconceivable. 


“Things
are never straightforward are they,” Lucid said wryly, “but if that’s what he
told you, then who am I to argue.” He nodded in Nora’s direction. “Besides
which, we have had some further news that may make our mission even more
urgent.”


“What
is it?” Adam asked, only now paying proper attention to the look on Nora’s face.
He had been so caught up in his own concerns that it hadn’t really registered
until now. 


Nora
was definitely looking worried, and not a ‘I think I might have left the lights
on when I left the house’ type of worried, it was more like the ‘world is about
to end’ kind. There were unfamiliar lines in her forehead carving a deep V
shape. 


“I
felt something from Mittens, just now while you were gone,” she told him, “and
it’s not good.” Her worry lines deepened and there was a hoarseness in her
voice as she continued, as if it was physically hurting her to force the words
out. “I am pretty sure that Ephialtes is back.”


“What…
how?” Adam asked, feeling a void opening up underneath him as Nora spoke. He
understood now the silence when he had entered the room. He had assumed it was
because the group had been talking about him, but now he realised that it had
been something much bigger. 


“I
don’t know all the details,” Nora replied. “I still feel a connection with her,
at least some of the time. Occasionally she reaches out to me and I can feel
what she feels, especially if it’s a strong emotion. I think she was trying to
warn me, and I think she was… afraid.”


Adam
grunted in disbelief. He couldn’t imagine anything in the world that could
frighten Mittens, who was one of the scariest beings he had ever had the
fortune to call a friend. Or if not friend, then at least a completely
terrifying acquaintance. 


“I
thought things had been going well in the land of Nightmares?” he said. “The
prisoners had all been released from the mines, and with Ephialtes gone the
remaining Nightmares were returning to doing what they were created to do, pursuing
their Dreamers.”


“I
thought so too,” Nora said, still sounding shaken. “But it was pretty clear, I
could feel her somewhere in the background when Mittens tried to contact me.
She must have escaped from the Garden.” 


Any
optimism Adam may have felt following the discussion with his father was more
than balanced out by Nora’s news. They had all known that there was a chance
that Ephialtes would return, but they had hoped that she had been weakened
enough during their last clash to no longer pose the threat she once had. 


Adam
in particular could feel the cold teeth of guilt gnawing away at his insides.
During their last battle, he was the one that had given up the music box that
Ephialtes had been so desperate to find. He hadn’t really had any choice, using
it to save his mother from being dragged into the Garden along with the Queen
of the Nightmares, but it didn’t stop him wondering exactly how much harm he
might have inadvertently caused. 


It
made sense of course. Ever since he had last faced Chimera he had suspected
that Ephialtes was free, and when he had spoken with the Dreamlord he had been
afraid that she was somehow involved, but there had been so many other problems
to deal with that he had shut those fears away. 


“There
is more, unfortunately,” Grimble added. “We have also received word that an
army has recently been seen leaving Drőm. I believe that they are heading
towards Nocturne, presumably on their way to the Stairway, it seems that
Chimera and the Cogsmith are making their move. Perhaps our escape forced their
hand.”


Adam
sank down into one of the chairs, the temporary excitement at having spoken to
his father totally punctured by the news from his friends. Just dealing with one
of their current problems would be difficult enough, but the scale of the challenges
they were now facing seemed completely impossible. 


Lucid
had risen to his feet, staying silent until Grimble had finished. 


“So,
difficult as it is to imagine climbing the Stairway, it seems that we may have
little choice in the matter. There is too much at stake, too many enemies
gathering at our gates.”


“Is
there anything else we can do?” Adam asked. “I can try with the Stairway,
although I don’t really understand what I’m supposed to do if I manage to climb
it, but now with everything else as well…”


“This
has become too big for us to handle alone,” Lucid replied. “If there is an army
heading to the Stairway then there is no way we can stop it without help.”


“But
there is no army in Nocturne. There is nothing more than a few guards to man
the gates, and they are… less than competent.” Grimble grunted. “In fact, until
the Drőmer decided on this insane crusade there was no army anywhere in
Reverie. There has never been the need.”


“I
know,” Lucid rested his hand on his old friend’s shoulder, “and I hoped that
there never would be. We may not have an army, but we do have friends, allies.
We will need all the help we can gather.” 


Grimble’s
dour expression didn’t change, but he gave one long, slow nod. “If we must. I
will send out the call… and just hope we get an answer.”











Chapter 19


“I don’t know how long we
have,” Lucid admitted. 


He
and Adam were standing at the gates of Nocturne, the last couple of hours
having passed in a blur of activity. There had been a flurry of messages sent
out from the Mansion, most by carrier Pigeon. Despite a few of the
technological advancements that Chimera had tried to impose on Reverie in the
past, this still remained the most efficient way of reaching the more far-flung
parts of Reverie. 


Mrs.
Snugs had also been pressed into service, carrying a few letters to be
delivered by hand. She had bustled out of the door, dressed in her best ‘going
out’ coat, apparently delighted to be involved in something other than
housekeeping, with a look of determination on her normally amiable face that
suggested that no one should try getting in her way. 


Shortly
after Bella had headed to the docks, accompanied by Nora, the two of them
having struck up a slightly unlikely rapport. There were apparently a few
favours Bella felt she could call in amongst some of the less reputable
denizens of the city, many of whom could be found scratching around the port
and the surrounding warren of old warehouses. 


Adam
had been a bit surprised, assuming that Bella had either fought, tricked, or gambled
with pretty much everyone in Nocturne, but Bella had just shrugged, treating
such things as a minor inconvenience in the circles she frequented. 


Grimble
had remained at the Mansion with Greta. Before Adam had left, he had seen them
settling in to Grimble’s laboratory, the two of them deep in conversation as
Greta had looked through the drawers and cabinets, Grimble pointing out the
occasional oddity or particularly rare or unusual substance. It had been good
to see Greta finding a place where she seemed to be comfortable. Up until that
point she’d looked completely lost, adrift in a world far removed from her
sheltered existence in Drőm. 


That
had just left Lucid and Adam, and deciding that there was no time to waste,
Lucid had suggested to Adam that he should begin their journey to the Stairway
without delay. 


Making
their way from the city gates up to the small plateau where Adam had first
arrived in Reverie, Lucid shared his thoughts. 


“If
you go ahead, get to the Stairway, we will catch up with you once we have
prepared as much as we are able.” 


Adam
nodded, looking out at the distant shape of the Stairway, rising impossibly
into the sky, silhouetted against the bruised oranges and purples of the evening.



“What
do you think is there, at the very top… even if I can get there?” he asked. “Do
you really think it is the Dreamer.”


“That’s
what they say,” Lucid replied, sounding tired. “Although after the things that
Ephialtes told us… I have started to wonder exactly where the Dreamer… where
all of this came from.”


Adam
could still clearly remember the confusion on his friends face when Ephialtes
had told them about her arrival in Reverie, and that of her brother. He didn’t
know how much of what she said had been true, or what it all could have meant,
but ever since then, he knew it had been playing on Lucid’s mind. 


He
was still the same easy-going, cheerful soul that he had always been, but there
was something else behind the smiles and banter now. Ever since their return
from the land of Nightmares and his unofficial position as the new leader of
‘The Five’, Lucid had been more driven and focused than before. Adam knew he
had been spending more time at the Great Library in Nocturne, deep down in the
subterranean reference section, where Henry could still be found most days. 


“It’s
been a while since I have come here and looked out across Reverie,” Lucid added
wistfully. “I used to walk here nearly every day, away from the city for a few
minutes of peace… and so I could await the arrival of a troublesome young
Daydreamer of course.”


Adam
smiled at the memory. Even though it hadn’t been that long since he had first
arrived in the Dream World, so much had happened that it seemed like another
lifetime. Although things had been incredibly odd and confusing, back in those
early days the world had seemed more magical and welcoming. He had quickly
learned to love Nocturne and all of its strange residents, but the more time he
had spent in the world, the more the darkness creeping at its edges had made
itself known. 


“It’s
easy to forget how beautiful it is,” Lucid said, still staring out across the
fields and valleys, his gaze eventually settling on the slender tower of the
Stairway. “This world, and everything in it. It’s worth fighting for, no matter
how difficult things get.” 


Tearing
his eyes away from the view he turned to face Adam, grasping his hand and shaking
it firmly, one of the few habits from the Waking World that Lucid had
considered worth taking up. 


“Best
of luck to you. We will join you as soon as we are able.”


“See
you soon,” Adam replied, taking one final look around before launching himself
into the air. Within moments he was hovering high above the plateau, Lucid reduced
to an almost imperceptible dot amongst the greenery. 


The
journey was a familiar one, recreating almost exactly the first time Adam had
tried flying, racing against time to reach the Stairway of Dreams before the
Horror that Isenbard had created got there, but this time he was far more in
control of his actions, and managed to avoid crashing through a flock of birds.
His experiences in Reverie had also improved his skills since that first
exciting, impossible dash through the skies. Although it didn’t give him quite
the thrill it had before, he made even better time, reaching the Stairway
before the dark of the night had completely drawn in. 


It
was every bit as impressive and improbable as he remembered. Although from a
distance it looked slender and fragile, far too slim and steep to remain
standing, up close the true scale of thing became clear. The first of the great
steps which formed the stairway was a good five meters across, although the
rise to the next was hardly any deeper than any regular flight of stairs. 


The
whole thing curved around gently on itself, creating a giant gently twisting
spiral. Although he had been to the Stairway before, there had always been
something to distract Adam from giving it his full attention, never having the
chance to get too close, but now he had the time to really look at it properly.



He
had no idea what it was made from, but each stair looked different from the
last. The first, which was partly buried in the surrounding green of Reverie’s
grasslands, was grand and ornate. It looked like it was formed of some sort of
polished stone, glistening with fragments of quartz or crystal, but beyond that
things changed in increasingly odd ways. 


The
second stair was almost the exact opposite of the first, covered in thick
carpet which looked very similar to the old carpet from Adam’s own home. It was
in a particularly awful pattern, with swirls of orange and brown that dragged
your eyes unwillingly around with them. The next stair was different again, as
was the next, and the next, no two the same. 


“Right,”
Adam said to himself sternly. “No time like the present. Let’s give this a
try.”


The
first thought that had occurred to him as he had landed by the Stairway was why
bother with climbing at all. After all, he could fly, which seemed a far easier
option than trudging up a gazillion steps. Unfortunately, that theory didn’t
survive more than a few seconds. As soon as Adam got really close to the
Stairway his flying went completely haywire. It was like trying to press the
positive side of two magnets together. Whatever dream power was emanating from
the Stairway seemed to directly counteract his Daydreaming, pushing him away if
he tried to use it anywhere too close. 


“Bother,”
Adam muttered as he landed again, and walked the short distance back to the
base of the Stairway.  


For
a few minutes he stood facing the Stairway, hands on his hips, thinking about
his options. It didn’t take particularly long to conclude that he didn’t have
that many to choose from. In fact, there were only two: 


1. Climb
the stairs


2. Stay
on the ground


So
as the last of the light faded, Adam reached out a tentative hand, gently
touching the first of the stairs. He wasn’t sure what to expect, but all he
felt was the reassuring touch of solid stone under his fingertips. 


Craning
his neck, he stared upwards, looking up through the gap in the central column
around which the steps revolved. All he could see in the darkness was the
infinite winding kaleidoscope of the stairs. Then, without warning he felt
himself tip forward, the stone under his hand suddenly disappearing, the
stairway above him flickering. 


Adam
pulled his arm back in shock, toppling onto his back. As he lay there, he could
see the spiral of steps above him, each individual stair blinking out of
existence for a moment before reappearing once again, as solid and substantial as
ever. 


Adam
sighed to himself, his breathing slowly returning to normal, the scale of the
challenge he was facing was clear… and obviously impossible. He doubted that
his friends would be joining him for some time, and climbing a flight of stairs
that might disappear at any moment in the darkness wasn’t something that Adam
was quite ready, or able, to do. 


Instead,
he found a spot close to the base of the Stairway where a cluster of boulders
formed a natural shelter, rolled his jacket into a ball, and tried to make
himself comfortable. The morning would bring light, he told himself as he
closed his eyes, and hopefully also some better luck. 











Chapter 20


When Adam woke back in his
bed his neck was painfully stiff, the memory of his makeshift pillow and the
hard ground under his back fresh in his mind. The sight of the rough artex of
his bedroom ceiling a world away from the infinite magic of the stairway he had
left behind. 


He
spent most of the morning in a bit of a haze, trying to work out what he was
going to do when he returned to Reverie that evening. Climbing the Stairway
still seemed like an impossible task, and the fact that he didn’t seem to have
any other option wasn’t much comfort. 


He
was so distracted that it wasn’t until he sat down with his mum for lunch,
eating off a tray balanced precariously on his lap as he watched tv in the
living room, that he realised it was Christmas Eve.


“I
can’t wait,” his mum said, putting down her own tray as she finished. “It will
be so nice to have Christmas back in our house, we can make it extra special
this year.”


Adam
nodded, feeling guilty that he hadn’t given their Christmas together more
thought, with Reverie taking up more than its fair share of his attention
recently. The hastily chosen and rather shoddily wrapped presents stored under
his bed didn’t make things much better, and he found himself wishing he had
taken more time to pick out something special for his mum. 


As
the afternoon slowly trudged its way into evening Adam found it impossible to
settle, spending his time either pacing up and down in his room or drifting
aimlessly around the house, until even his mother’s normally deep reserves of
patience began to run dry. Having tried and failed to distract himself with his
newest video game, he tried re-reading one of his favourite books instead.


Normally
this helped to calm his brain, losing himself in someone else’s adventures
rather than worrying about his own, but for once it didn’t help, and after a
few pages he gave it up as a bad job. The hero in his latest tale seemed
altogether too self-assured for Adam’s liking. He always knew what to do, had a
snappy answer for every question that came his way, and was both tall and
handsome. 


“What
a load of rubbish,” Adam grumbled to himself, tossing the book to one side in
frustration. “I never know what to do. Most of the time things just happen.”


Despite
this he couldn’t avoid a niggling sensation that by now he should really be developing
a rough idea of what he was capable of. Nora seemed to have taken to being some
sort of half Nightmare like a duck to water, perfectly comfortable sprouting
tentacles and chucking villains about without an apparent care in the world,
yet he was still struggling to make the most of his powers. 


Thinking
about Nora sent his mind down some unwanted avenues, scampering back to the Christmas
Market and the look of pleased surprise on Nora’s face when she had spotted the
new kid George. 


Adam
sighed, picked up his book, and gave it another try, although sadly it didn’t
get much better. The only difference was that now every time it mentioned the
annoyingly good-looking hero, Adam couldn’t help but picture George’s smug
face. 


“See
you in the morning.” His mum’s voice drifted in through his bedroom door as she
made her own way to bed, tearing Adam away from Chapter Eight.  


“Yeah,
you too. Night mum,” Adam replied, realising it was later than he’d thought.
Although he was still feeling bad about the quality of his gifts this year, he
made sure to dig his mum’s present out from under his bed, popping it under the
tree in their living room once he heard the click of his mum’s bedroom door
closing.


Every
year Adam had always tried to get to sleep as quickly as he could on Christmas
Eve, fully believing that it would make Christmas arrive faster, but this time
his heart just wasn’t in it. Rather than wanting to fall asleep, desperate to
bring the next morning around as quickly as possible, he was full of worry
about what the night spent in Reverie would bring. In the end, it was well past
midnight before he finally dropped off, although it was almost worth it when
his phone gave a ‘ting’ at exactly twelve, with a text from Nora wishing him
‘Happy Christmas’. 


It
was followed shortly after with a second message that just said, ‘see you in a
bit’, bringing the task in hand back to the forefront of his mind. 











Chapter 21


He awoke in Reverie in
pretty much the same spot as where he had left it the previous night, in a dip
in the ground, sheltered by a cluster of small boulders, close to the base of
the Stairway. His head felt thick and heavy, like it had been stuffed full of
cheap pillows. 


In
the morning light, the huge column of stairs looked even more impressive. The
glistening of the first step was more majestic than it had been in the half-light
of the evening, and the odd carpet of the second stair slightly less horrible. It
was however just as tall and impossible looking, and the prospect of climbing
it every bit as daunting. 


Although
he knew he would have to start the climb as soon as possible, Adam was
desperate to see his friends again, even if only for a few minutes. They might
not be able to do much more than wish him well, but that would be enough. Every
time he had faced an impossible task before it had been the help and
encouragement from his friends, or the occasional supernatural intervention
from his mum or dad, that had given him the confidence he needed.


There
was a rise in the open ground surrounding the Stairway, not more than a few
hundred metres away, that looked likely to give Adam a good view of the Weave.
If his companions were close, then he knew he would be able to spot the paintwork
and vibrantly coloured sail of Dreamskipper standing out amongst the mists of
the river. 


It
only took a couple of minutes to cover the distance to the higher ground,
brushing through some of the taller plants and clusters of flowers that thrived
around the base of the Stairway. Although the rest of Reverie was in the midst
of Winter, the fields around the Stairs were every bit as lush and green as they
had been in the middle of Summer, untouched by the surrounding cold. 


After
finding a spot that gave him a good vantage point, Adam stood staring out into
the distance, shielding his eyes against the glare of the rising sun with one
hand. He had pretty much given up hope of spotting his friends, resigned to the
thought of starting his climb without seeing them again, when a glimpse of
brighter colour amongst the mists of the Weave caught his attention. 


He
wasn’t sure to begin with, the shape too distant to clearly make out, but as the
sun passed temporarily behind a patch of cloud he was able to stare out across
the Weave without squinting, and the blurry outline resolved itself into the
unmistakable shape of the Dreamskipper. 


“Yes,”
Adam yelled happily to the world around him, thrusting one fist into the air,
safe in the knowledge that there was no one around to see his reaction. 


“You
seem happy,” said a voice just behind Adam, who spun around so fast that he
managed to trip himself up, ending up lying on his back. 


There,
outlined in the sky just above him was the hovering figure of the ‘Dreamlord’
who was looking down at Adam with a quizzical look on his face. 


“That’s
because I am happy,” Adam managed, as he pushed himself back onto his feet. “I
was looking out for my friends.”


“Ah
yes,” the Dreamlord replied, “your friends, who you seem to put so much faith
in.” There was the same dismissive scorn in his voice as there had been the
last time they had met in Drőm. 


“What
are you doing here anyway?” Adam asked. “Last time I saw you was half-way
across the world in Drőm. It’s a bit of a coincidence that you’ve popped
up here as well, or have you just been following me around?”


“It’s
no coincidence. She said you would be coming here, and she was right.” 


“She?”
Adam asked, although by now he was sure that he knew exactly who ‘she’ was. “Is
she a tall, thin woman with very long dark hair and a severe need of a manicure
by any chance?”


The
‘Dreamlord’ dropped to the ground with a crash, bringing his eyes level with
Adam’s. They were flashing with barely suppressed anger, and his voice when he
spoke again sounded strained, as if he was doing his best to hold himself back.



“Don’t
speak about her that way,” he snarled. “She told me about you, about your ‘friends’,
and about the Stairway. You are wrong about so many things, believing all the
rubbish spouted by people you think are looking out for you.”


As
he spoke the masked figure became increasingly animated, and Adam spotted a
gentle but growing crackle of power arcing between his fingertips, which flared
in time with each angry word. 


“She
said you would come here, running to save the precious Stairway at the
slightest suggestion it could be in danger. But what you still don’t understand
is that the Stairway is supposed to fall. It’s not holding the world together
like you seem to think, it’s the thing that’s holding it back.”


The
Dreamlord looked squarely at Adam, reaching out one arm and pointing straight
at Adam’s chest. “You think that you’re being a hero by saving the Stairway,
but you’re not. She explained it all to me. I’m the hero that Reverie needs, and
it’s my destiny to make sure the Stairway is destroyed.”


For
a minute Adam thought that the Dreamlord was going to blast him with whatever
strange power was still crackling around his fingers, but instead he lowered
his arm, and when he spoke again, he sounded more human and much younger. 


“If
the Stairway is destroyed then there will be no more drifting between worlds. I
could spend all my time here if I wanted to, never having to go back.”


There
was something familiar about the voice when he spoke normally, without all of
the false bravado and superhero clichés that littered most of his speech. 


“Do
I know you?” Adam asked, increasingly sure that he recognised the voice, just
not quite able to place it. His previous suspicions about George bubbled up uninvited,
and he asked the question without really thinking. “George?”


He
didn’t get the reaction that he was expecting, instead, the Dreamlord gave an
anguished shout, raising both arms and releasing a huge blast straight at Adam.



Without
any time to think, Adam reacted purely instinctively, instantly shrinking to
the size of an ant, with the crackle of power from the Dreamlord passing
straight through the spot he had been inhabiting a split second before. 


“Nice
trick!” the Dreamlord shouted, looking around to see where Adam had disappeared
to. 


Adam
nodded subconsciously, it had been a nice trick, and an unexpected one. He
wasn’t sure where that Daydream had come from, or how he had managed to make it
happen so quickly, but he was very relieved that he had. Still, it was only a
matter of time before he was spotted, and he was pretty sure that being
absolutely tiny was not going to do him any favours if it came down to a fight.



“Think,
think,” he muttered to himself. He needed a Daydream that would defend him
against an angry superhero, and preferably one that would also return him to a
regular size. 


A
giant foot stamped down close to where Adam had temporarily hidden, shaking the
ground and causing tiny pebbles and particles of soil to jump into the air,
several of which passed dangerously close to his head. It was enough to give
him a temporary flash of inspiration. 


It
was a risk, but deciding that gaining the element of surprise was enough to make
it worthwhile, when the giant foot lifted from the ground, instead of running
away he ran towards it, ending up directly under its shadow. 


Although
Adam wasn’t sure where the dream of being really small had come from, he could
very clearly remember dreams of being a giant. It was one he had used before,
back in Moonshine facing Chimera’s grim henchmen, Mr. Twitch and Jingle. What
he hadn’t tried before was combining the two and going from extremely small to
massive in one move. 


It
turned out to be far more effective than he had dared hope, his sudden
expansion launching the foot, and the attached Dreamlord, into the air like a
rocket. However, Adam’s success was short-lived as the Dreamlord steadied
himself in mid-air, his cape fluttering behind him. 


“I
don’t want to fight you,” Adam rumbled, his voice deep and almost
unrecognisable as his own, “but I won’t let you harm the Stairway.”


“Huh,”
the Dreamlord gave a short, dismissive laugh. “You won’t stop me. I’ve seen
what you can do and you’re not a fighter.” 


He
raised his hand again, the sparks of power still dancing around his fingers. 


Even
a few short weeks ago Adam might have agreed, violence wasn’t something that
came naturally to him. Whenever he had fought in Reverie it had always been as a
result of desperation, with no other option available, or on two notable
occasions, when he had no real idea what he was doing. 


But Lucid
hadn’t been the only one to change as a result of the time they had spent in
the land of Nightmares. Adam had come unbearably close to losing family and
friends, and the memory of the final, desperate battle in the Queen's chamber
was something that still haunted him. Terrible as it had been, the experience
had also toughened him, made him more aware of what he was capable of when
circumstances painted him into a corner. 


He
had lost that confidence for a while, too consumed with worry about his pendant
to do anything else, but now his pendant had been repaired and he could feel
the energy of Reverie all around him. It was there, disparate and loose, specks
drifting like pollen between the plants bobbing in the gentle breeze. It was
there in the swell of the Weave, wrapped around and within each swirl of mist,
and it was there in the Stairway, the concentration of power so strong that it
almost hurt Adam to focus on it. 


“You’re
right,” he admitted, “I’m not a fighter, not if I can help it.” 


He
clenched one giant fist. “But I will defend the things I care about, and that
means I won’t let you touch the Stairway of Dreams.”


The
Dreamlord didn’t even stop to answer, instead, he raised his other hand and
shot a burst of static straight at Adam. 


Rather
too late Adam remembered that his giant-self tended to be rather clumsy, and
definitely not well equipped to dodge or avoid the kind of attack he was
facing. Even in his enlarged form the blast that hit him square in the chest
was extremely painful, knocking him back by several metres and leaving a
smoking hole in his already badly stretched t-shirt. 


With
a bellow of rage, he managed to keep his feet, and running forward again, swung
one huge arm in a clumsy attempt to catch the floating figure. It missed by miles
as the Dreamlord drifted casually back out of reach, firing off another burst
of energy at Adam, this time catching him across one shoulder. 


Again,
Adam managed to keep his feet, but the hit to his shoulder had left his arm
feeling heavy and lifeless. 


Circling
his hovering opponent, he tried to get his thoughts in order. It was clear that
brute force wasn’t going to help him. If he was going to win this then he would
have to outthink and outmanoeuvre the Dreamlord, using whatever natural
advantages he could think of.


The
only thing that came to mind was that the Dreamlord seemed to be fixed into one
pattern of behaviour. While Adam had used his time in Reverie to learn how to
apply his Daydreaming in any number of different ways, some impressive… and
some rather less so, the Dreamlord seemed to only concentrate on the things
that Adam had seen so far. He could fly and he could shoot sparks from his
hands. 


Adam
presumed that whoever the Dreamlord was, they were so deeply invested in this
flying superhero persona that they either wouldn’t or couldn’t try anything
else. So, all he had to do was think of a Daydream that would help against a
flying, energy firing superman. 


He
could see the Dreamlord preparing for another shot, scowling in concentration
as he pointed both hands in Adam’s direction. His last couple of attempts had
hurt Adam but failed to knock him down, so now it looked like he was winding up
for something special. 


Pretty
sure that this one was going to hurt… a lot, Adam wracked his brain, thinking
back to any dream that could help him. Then, as the Dreamlord released his
latest attack, sparks of energy racing through the air towards him, Adam’s
brain finally clicked into gear. 


To
buy himself some time he used one of his simplest but most effective dreams, one
in which he was moving in slow motion, the air around him thick and heavy, like
he was trying to run through thick mud. 


It
had used to be a dream which had frustrated and occasionally scared Adam, often
combined with a sense of dread that something terrible was chasing him, but
over time Lucid had taught him the value of that dream, turning it into something
positive. He had learned to separate the actions of the dream from the fear
that accompanied it, and slowly but surely had developed the ability to slow
the world around him. It never lasted for long, the whole thing being far more
tiring that Adam had imagined possible, every movement taking a huge amount of
effort as he fought his body’s natural inertia, but in the circumstances, it was
well worth it. 


Looking
at the sparks, still drifting through the air towards him, but at a speed that
meant he now had a precious handful of seconds before they hit home, Adam
prepared his next move. 


It
wasn’t one of his greatest Daydreams. In fact, it was pretty much the side
effect of a Daydream that had gone badly wrong, but it was also one that Adam
was pretty sure would work brilliantly. “Either that,” he thought to himself, “or
it’ll be a complete disaster.”


A
split second before the arcing energy hit him, he thought back to his clash
with Chimera in the underground cavern and the failed Daydream where his blast
of ice had turned to a feeble jet of water. Concentrating on that memory and
building on it, Adam dragged the sensation of running water all the way through
his body, down his left arm and out of his fingertips.


The
resulting siphon was every bit as pathetic as it had been down in the caverns,
but the effect was far more impressive. As soon as the water touched the
approaching sparks there was an almighty bang, as the water and electricity
tried and failed to share the same space. Adam had been prepared for what was
coming and although the resulting explosion still knocked him from his feet, he
was able to shake off the immediate shock within a few seconds. 


The
Dreamlord had not been so lucky and had joined Adam down on the ground, his
cape smouldering gently, and his mask broken in two, revealing a face that Adam
recognised. 


“Ben?”


The
Dreamlord groaned in response, slowly pushing himself up onto his elbows before
collapsing again onto his back with a grunt of frustration. 


“What
did you do?” Ben asked, sounding more confused than hurt. “How could you hurt
me, I’m invincible in this world, a superhero.” 


“Science,”
Adam replied, surprised that something he had learnt at school had stuck in his
brain long enough to be useful, even if Mr. Ashton had never expected his
science lessons to be applied in quite the way Adam had just tried. “Science
and some luck.”


Wearily
he made his way over to where Ben was lying, still apparently unable to regain
his feet. 


“Look,”
Adam said. “I said I didn’t want to fight you and I meant it. We’re all in the
same position here you know. This world, Reverie, is wonderful and special, and
lets me live out every single dream I can imagine.”


He
crouched down, resting his elbows on his knees, no more than a couple of metres
from Ben. 


“But
that’s kind of the point. I could dream anything I wanted to… but I don’t, not
unless I have to. There’s too much going on here already, Nightmares and
Dreamers and all the rest of it. The people that live here, and I mean actually
live here all the time, have enough to deal with, without having Daydreamers
whizzing all over the place.”


Ben
was staring at him, the one eye visible where the mask had broken away squinting
up at Adam, although it was impossible to tell if anything he was saying was
sinking in.


“You
can’t carry on like this, being the Dreamlord,” Adam continued. “We’re not
better than the people here, we’re just lucky, and if we go around dressing as
superheroes and causing chaos it won’t be long before the Drőmer aren’t
the only ones who want us gone for good.”


Adam
looked down at Ben and rather than an enemy, a danger to both Reverie and his
own world, all he could see was a scared kid, no different to Adam himself in
many ways. All of which didn’t make any of this any easier. 


“You
might not believe me,” he said, “but I am really sorry… I didn’t want things to
be like this.” He paused, realising that he sounded more like the villains than
the heroes in the action movies he’d always loved so much. It was the kind of speech
that the bad guy always gave near the end, when they had the hero at their
mercy and they were trying to justify themselves, just before the hero pulled
off a miraculous escape and saved the day. 


The
problem was that everything he was saying was true. Adam knew what it felt like
to be a Daydreamer, to experience the full wonders of Reverie as almost nobody
else could… and he also knew how different that must be to Ben’s life back at
home, where he was just another kid coping with bullies, settling into a new
school, and trying his best to fit in. 


Ben
had pushed himself back up into a sitting position. For a long time they held
each other’s gaze, Ben’s visible eye bloodshot and unblinking. 


“You
really think I could give all this up?” Ben finally said, “The Queen told me
everything, explained to me about my destiny. She told me when the moment came
you would fail, and I would have the chance to prove myself.” His voice was
weak and tired, but the more he spoke, the more determined he sounded. 


Adam
raised his hands, palms open, and empty. “I told you, you can’t trust her. She
knows what you want, deep down, and that’s what she offers you… it’s what she
does, how she controls people.”


“No,”
Ben shouted, rising from the ground and rocking unsteadily as he regained his
feet. “That’s not true. When I arrived, she was the one that found me, looked
after me. She said you would be jealous, that you would try and fill my head
with lies, like your so-called friends did to you.”


He
reached into his pocket and pulled out a small dark stone that Adam recognised
only too well from his time in the land of Nightmares. 


“She
said the time would come when I would need this, that it would help me reach my
true potential.”


“Don’t…”
Adam began, reaching out towards Ben, but he was too slow, and before he could
stop him Ben had squeezed the stone tightly in his hand, dark smoke coiling out
from his clenched fist. 


The
one eye that Adam could see through the cracked mask misted over with shadow, as
a lattice of fine dark lines spread from Ben’s fist and up his arm. 


The
cape that had been hanging limply behind him fluttered back into life, despite
the lack of breeze, and Adam could see glimpses of the shadows writhing unpleasantly
within it. 


“What
have you done?” 


“Something
that you’re not brave enough to do yourself,” Ben shouted, raising his arms to
either side and beginning to rise into the air, renewed sparks of power flaring
around his hands, newly stained with the darkness of the consumed crystal. “I
have been pushed around my whole life, bullied by people who were bigger, or
stronger, or more popular.”


Sparks
flew from one hand, missing Adam by a fraction of an inch, so close that he
could feel the strange mixture of heat and cold burning his skin.


Ben
gave a snort of disappointment, but one that rapidly degenerated into a low
chuckle, far older and full of more malice than any sort of noise a boy of his
age should have been capable of. 


“You’re
wrong about this place,” Ben said, presumably to Adam, although he seemed to be
addressing the world in general by this point. “Here I am big enough and strong
enough to make sure that no one can ever push me around again, and if the
people that live here can’t deal with that, then that’s their problem, not
mine.”


He
pointed a finger at Adam, but this time rather than being off to one side it
was aimed straight at Adam’s head.


Before
he could unleash whatever attack he had planned, Ben was disturbed by a gruff cry
off to one side. 


“Adam!”



Just
across the clearing Adam saw Grimble dash into view, clutching something tight
against his chest. 


With
everything that had been going on Adam had almost completely forgotten about
the Dreamskipper and his friends.


“Grimble,”
Adam shouted across, his emotions flickering between relief at seeing his
friend and the worry that Grimble might not realise what they were up against. 


Whatever
the case, Grimble was closing in quickly, head down and sprinting, or at least
as close to sprinting as Adam had ever seen him manage, straight towards them. 


He
had covered more than half the distance from the edge of the clearing when Ben
flicked a finger dismissively in his direction, sending him tumbling head over
heels, the ground all around him scorched bare, wisps of smoke snaking up from
his suddenly motionless body.  


Whatever
it was Grimble had been holding had been flung loose in the blast and now lay a
few metres from Adam, still loosely wrapped in rough cloth, but Adam paid it no
attention. Instead, he turned to run towards Grimble’s prone form. He didn’t
manage more than two steps before he felt an incredible pressure wrap around
his chest, dragging him back to where Ben was waiting, still hovering just
above the ground. 


“You’re
not going anywhere ‘Daydreamer’”, Ben spat, with every word sounding less and
less like the shy and awkward kid that Adam thought he knew. 


Without
stopping to think Adam threw his hands up and clapped them together as he had
done so many times, the image of Grimble’s collapsed body blocking out
everything else. But this time the shockwave he created as his hands met was
greater than anything he had ever managed before, a maelstrom of rushing wind
and flying debris with Adam at the very centre. There was a violent cracking
sound to either side as the nearest trees were knocked flat, snapped like twigs.



Lurching
forward Adam managed to steady himself with one hand as he dropped to his knees.
A few metres ahead of him Ben was sprawled awkwardly on the ground, his mask had
completely shattered, and his cloak lay ragged and torn, like the broken wings
of a huge bird. Now Adam could see the inside of the cloak more clearly the
darkness he had glimpsed rippling below the surface was obvious. Whatever lined
the cloak wasn’t any sort of material that Adam had seen before. Instead, it
was a shiny, unpleasantly glistening substance, closer to a liquid, slowly
moving and alive.


Even
as Adam looked on in horror, strands of the gelatinous blackness spread out
from the cloak, wrapping themselves around Ben's arms and body, pulling the
cloak closed around him. 


As
it did Ben rose to his feet, but the movement was unnatural, loose and unbalanced,
like a puppet being pulled to its feet by unseen strings. His face was slack and
his eyes were closed, a shallow gash across his forehead. 


Then
his eyelids suddenly shot open, the darkness that Adam had seen within the
cloak bleeding out from murky pupils. Adam knew without a doubt that whatever
he was looking at now wasn’t Ben anymore, the shadows had taken him completely,
leaving behind any pretence that he was anything other than a vessel for
Ephialtes’ nightmare power. 


“Heh,”
the figure gave a blunt, deep laugh. “This is the end for you. There is nothing
that can stand in the way of what I have created. The power of a Daydreamer,
combined with the strength of my Nightmares.”


As
the figure spoke, it rose slowly into the air once again, the dark cloak
lifting to either side, making it look even more like a giant, predatory bird.


There
was a shout somewhere behind Adam, but it was blocked out by the thumping in
his ears, as he was filled with a fury that he had never felt before. Something
primitive and hungry for revenge. Ignoring the more rational part of his brain,
the new anger rooted through his memories looking for the most terrible of his
dreams, one that would rip and tear. 


Straight
ahead of him there was a cry as two long black tentacles tangled themselves
around the Dreamlord’s legs, interrupting his flight and dragging him back down
towards the ground. 


With
a snarl, the Dreamlord span around, looking for whatever it was that had snared
him, and there, standing just below him, with a scowl of concentration across
her face was the small, serious figure of Nora. 


“I
don’t think I can hold him for long!” she shouted, her voice strained with
effort. “Whatever it is you need to do, do it quickly.”


Adam
couldn’t really take it all in, the anger he felt crowding out the space for anything
else. Whatever it was that was rampaging through his brain had taken over completely,
and as Adam raised his hands the only Daydreams he could remember were closer
to Nightmares. 


“Adam!”



He
was interrupted by the touch of long fingers on his shoulder and the sound of a
familiar voice in his ear. The fury fought back, trying to block out the calming
voice, but there was a crack in the anger that had been coursing through him, a
point of weakness that the voice used to lever its way into Adam’s head.


“That’s
not the way to deal with him, or whatever he has become.” 


The
thrumming in his ears had calmed enough for Adam to concentrate again,
recognising the familiar voice as Lucid. 


“Hurry
up…” Nora called across. From the look of the sweat that was streaming down her
face and the increasing shaking of her arms, it would only be a handful of seconds
before the Dreamlord broke free, and Adam was pretty sure that whatever Ben had
become would waste no time in venting his full fury on them all. 


Adam’s
eyes darted from side to side, trying to find some sort of inspiration. A glint
of light caught Adam’s eye, as the sunlight caught a smooth metal edge,
sticking out from the corner of the package that Grimble had been clutching,
still laying half-open a few metres away.


Suddenly
everything clicked into place and he realised what he was looking at, and why
Grimble had been so determined to bring it to him.   


Without
stopping to think any further he darted over to the package, pulling the metal object
clear. As he’d hoped, he found himself holding the smooth round shape of one of
the ‘Exile’ devices from Drőm. 


He
had no idea how the thing worked, but there only seemed to be one button, inset
into the side of the disc, which clicked smoothly as soon as his finger found
it. There was a further hiss as the pink gas in the small canister fixed to the
disc began to gently move, pricking Adam’s conscience with tiny thorns of guilt,
reminding him that the device was built using a corrupted form of the Weave. 


The
Dreamlord had nearly pulled himself free of Nora’s grasp, the sparks that had
gathered around his fingers stained with shadow. 


Meanwhile,
the hissing of the device had escalated to a buzzing whine, and the disc began
to vibrate in Adam’s hands. Hoping that he had it the right way up he hastily
threw it down in front of him, directly below the Dreamlord’s hovering figure.


It
looked like he had done so just in time, an incredibly bright glow spilling out
from the disc as it hit the ground.


“What?”
the Dreamlord glanced down as the brightness enveloped his fluttering form, just
as he tore himself loose of the last of Nora’s tentacles. 


As
the light spread around him it seemed to react to the darkness that made up his
cape, stripping it away from his body like unwanted wrapping, separating the
dreamer within from the darkness that had enveloped him. 


There
was a shrill shriek as the last strand was pulled clear of Ben’s body, but the
sound didn’t come from Ben, rather it seemed to come from the mass of shadow that
had made up his outfit. 


For
the briefest of moments, Ben hung in space, transfixed within the
ever-increasing brightness rising from the Exile device like an insect trapped
in amber. Free of the vestments of the Dreamlord he looked once again like the
small, confused boy that Adam recognised from home and school. Then he was
gone, the light vanishing in an instant, the metal disc slowly cooling on the
ground. 


Watching
the disc hiss and pop as it returned to inert metal, Adam realised that Lucid’s
calming presence had gone from his side, and that Nora, rather than celebrating
their victory, was staring in horror at something behind him. The blood had
completely drained from her face and she was swaying gently on the spot, looking
like she was having trouble keeping her feet. 


Although
he didn’t want to turn and see what was behind him, he knew he had to. It still
took every inch of his self-control to make his unwilling body face the spot
where Grimble had been flung early in the battle, knowing and dreading what he
was going to see in equal measure. 


Grimble
was still lying motionless where the first blast had hit him, but now Lucid was
sat next to him, cradling Grimble’s head on his lap. 


The
Exile device instantly forgotten, Adam was over to them both in a heart-wrenching
moment. Without thinking he bent down over Grimble, grabbing his shoulders and
shaking him far harder than he meant to. 


“Come
on you stubborn old codger, snap out of it!” 


An
eyelid flickered. It wasn’t much, but Adam clung onto the sight like a drowning
man desperately hanging onto the edge of a life raft. 


“You
sent him back then?” Grimble muttered, his voice raspy and weak, almost
inaudible. “I wasn’t sure you would have the guts to do it.” He stopped speaking
to cough, which lasted a painfully long time, each wheezing exhalation weaker
than the last, until they faded away and he was able to speak again, now hardly
more than a whisper. 


“Who
would have thought it eh lad? All those years being careful not to fall into
the Weave, despite this lanky idiot’s best efforts, and now it seems that I‘m
headed there anyway.” 


Adam
caught Lucid’s expression as he cradled his old friend’s head in his arms. The
sorrow in his eyes spoke a thousand words, and Adam could feel the last sharp fragments
of hope he had been holding so tightly slipping painfully through his fingers. 


“No…”
he said quietly, not really sure who he was even saying it to. It could have
been aimed at Grimble, begging him not to go, or it could have been something
he wanted to shout at the rest of the world, a denial that what was happening
was real.


“Heh,”
Grimble gave another wheezing exhalation and managed to raise one hand slightly
off the ground, resting it gently on Adam's arm. 


“Do
me a favour. Tell Deliria…” Grimble stopped speaking again, and to Adam’s
amazement his face settled into a lopsided smile. “…you know what, it’s fine.
Sooner or later I will get the chance to tell her myself. The Weave calls us
all in the end… one day even her.”


With
the smile still perched like a stranger on his grizzled face, Grimble slowly
closed his eyes and gave a final, shallow outward breath. It didn’t immediately
register, Adam’s brain refusing to pass on the news that he so desperately
wanted to ignore, but eventually Adam realised that the hand resting on his arm
had gone limp. 


He
looked up and met Lucid’s gaze, his eyes stinging with tears that had been held
back, dammed behind a flimsy wall of hope until now. 


“I
think… I think that he’s…” he began, but was unable to continue, his words too
hard and misshapen to pass through his throat. 


“I
know,” Lucid placed one hand on Adam’s shoulder and the other on the face of
his old friend, gently brushing the course hair that surrounded the worst of
Grimble’s old scars. 


“Silly
old fool. Why didn’t you wait for me? You knew you couldn’t manage without me
to watch your back.”











Chapter 22


Hours had passed. Impossibly
long, empty minutes stacked on top of each other, each one sucking a little
more air out of the room. Lucid and Bella had carried Grimble’s body back down
to the Dreamskipper, laying him out on the bunk in the small cabin, surrounded by
handfuls of the flowers that grew around the base of the Stairway. 


Although
Adam wasn’t entirely sure that Grimble would have approved, it seemed like the
right thing to do. Lying there with his hands clasped together on his chest he
could almost have been sleeping, his face relaxed and peaceful, without the
normal grimace of disapproval that Adam knew so well. 


It
had been hard to eventually tear himself away. Despite the painful desolation
of standing by Grimble’s side, it had felt disloyal to leave the Barge behind
and head back to the Stairway, but Lucid had insisted. 


“I
know,” he had told him gently. “I don’t want to leave him here either, but the
Stairway is waiting and we have no time. Grimble realised that and…”


He
hadn’t been able to finish his sentence, the words catching in his throat, but it
had been enough to finally convince Adam to leave the cabin and the tiny bubble
of grief it contained. He had left Greta standing silently by the bunk, she
hadn’t spoken a word since  the companions had returned to the barge, the look
of nervous excitement on her face fading to disbelief and sorrow when she had
seen them carrying Grimble’s body. 


The
pain was still with Adam as he made his way down the gangplank and across the
clearing towards the Stairway, but the sight of the stairs rising into the sky
gave him something to focus on, reminding him why he was here. 


Bella
and Nora were already at the base of the Stairway. They were deep in conversation
but paused mid-sentence when they saw Adam and Lucid arrive. Bella’s expression
was as carefully neutral as ever, but it was obvious that Nora was struggling. She
looked exhausted, the skin around her eyes dark from lack of sleep and an
overload of sudden emotion. 


Bella
tilted her head back, hands on her hips, staring up at the infinite impossibility
of the Stairway. 


“Quite
the challenge that fate seems to have thrown your way,” she said, not unkindly,
but at the same time hardly filling Adam with confidence. “Still, no one had met
the Deep Sleeper face to face till you came along, or escaped from the Garden,
so I’m guessing you might be okay. Seems like impossible doesn’t always apply
to you.”


Letting
her last sentence hang in the air, she returned to staring upwards, but not
before she gave Nora a gentle tap on the back, pointing her in Adam’s
direction. 


“Hi,”
Adam said quietly, not really sure what else to say. He didn’t feel like making
small talk, but everything beyond that was just too big or too difficult to put
into words. 


He
was saved the effort when Nora broke the lengthening silence between them. 


“Mittens
tried to get back in touch with me again earlier,” she said, looking down at
the ground and speaking so softly that Adam almost missed her words. 


“Things
are really bad in the land of Nightmares, worse than before. I didn’t get to talk
with her properly, I just got fragments, but there’s no question about it, the Queen
is back and most of the gains that Mittens and her friends made have been lost.
It looks like she is preparing something big as well. It was only glimpses, but
I saw a fleet of ships, like the one we ran into on the Dwam. 


Adam
could remember their clash with the Nightmare vessel all too clearly, it had
nearly been the end of their voyage. The only thing that had saved them had
been the brave sacrifice of the odd floating circus troupe.


Still
not sure what to say, he stayed silent as Nora continued, his tongue feeling
heavy and useless in his mouth. As she spoke her words got faster and faster,
as if she was afraid that should she stop, she might never be able to start
again. 


“I
know what we’re doing here is important,” Nora said, her voice empty of its
normal playful sarcasm. “It might all end here, at the Stairway, one way or
another, but Mittens and the others are in trouble, really deep, serious
trouble, and…”


She
turned away from him as her words finally ran dry.


Adam
could see how difficult it was for Nora, torn apart by an impossible decision.
He could understand what she was going through, his mind replaying the moments
just before he’d entered the Horror during his earliest visits to Reverie. He
had been faced with a terrible choice back then, and had eventually been forced
to leave Grimble, Lucid, and Henry to an uncertain fate, facing an army of
Nightmares alone. 


It
had been an incredibly hard decision to make, but in the end it had been the
right one. Although he wanted his friends around him now more than ever, he knew
deep down that he couldn’t do anything other than support Nora with the choice that
he suspected she had already made, no matter how hard it might be. 


“It’s
fine,” he said, giving her as reassuring and confident a smile as he could
manage. “I know what Mittens means to you, and besides she saved us all more
than once, so it’s only fair that you repay the favour.” 


When
Nora looked back up at him her eyes were damp with scarcely contained tears. “I
didn’t think it would be like this,” she said. “I mean we’ve had some pretty
scary moments and I know that we have faced some awful things, but I still felt
that things were going to be okay somehow, even when they were really bad. I
always believed that our dreams would keep us safe in this world, that somehow
they shaped it and made sure that everything would be all right in the end.”


“I
know,” Adam told her. “I felt the same… or at least I used to.”


“Everything
has changed,” Nora continued, her voice cracking with emotion and her bottom
lip quivering. “It’s all falling apart. No one would dream this. The Drőmer
turning against us, trying to force all the Dreamers out, the Stairway is under
attack, and now the Queen and Chimera are back and stronger than ever.” 


She
stopped speaking to swallow deeply, the tears that had been lurking in the
background running freely as she continued, her words escaping in short bursts
between sobs.


“And
now Grimble has gone and Mittens is in danger … and I thought that whatever we
came up against, at least we would all face it together...”


“We
will,” Adam told her, reaching out and giving her arm a squeeze. “It's just
this time we will have to face it together… while also being quite a long way
apart.”


“Heh,”
Nora managed, “sounds just like the kind of stupid thing you would say, just
before coming up with some awful, last-minute plan.” 


They
locked eyes for a moment, both aware that there was a real chance that they
wouldn’t be seeing each other anytime soon, perhaps ever. Adam wished he had
some better words to share. In every one of his favourite films or books, just
before the final battle the hero would give an amazing, uplifting speech. One
that filled their friends with hope and courage. All he had been able to manage
was a slightly rubbish joke. 


Then
the moment was shattered as Bella’s voice cut in. “So, when do we leave?” 


“We?”
Nora asked in confusion. 


“Yes…
we,” Bella replied. “If you are going back across to the Land of the Nightmares
then you will need some help… Adam is the only one who can climb the Stairway, and
I can’t imagine anything that would tear Lucid away from this spot, so that only
really leaves me.


She
stopped to point at where Lucid was standing, one hand holding his top hat
steady as he stared up at the Stairway. Adam's gaze followed her pointing
finger. It didn’t seem right to see Lucid standing there alone, his face set
and serious. Even though he knew it wasn’t possible, he still half expected to
see Lucid and Grimble standing there together, bickering like an old married
couple, completely caught up in whatever ridiculous argument had their current
attention. 


“Besides,
you need to get there in one piece, and if Ephialtes is building a fleet then
you’ll need someone who knows about ships, and…”


Bella
stopped, stiffening in surprise as Nora stepped across and gave her a huge hug.
Then slowly she relaxed, her shoulders dropping, and patted Nora gently on the
back, her brass hand glistening. 


Above
Adam the Stairway rose into the sky, disappearing amongst the clouds,
impossibly high. A slender thread of light tying the worlds together. 


He
wanted to spend longer saying good-bye to his friends, or if possible, not say
goodbye at all. He wanted to spend a few more minutes in the small cabin of the
Dreamskipper, to say all the things to Grimble that hadn’t seemed that
important just a few hours ago. He wanted to go back home, wake up in his bed and
open Christmas presents with his mum, and pretend that everything was okay. But
he knew that none of these reasons were enough for him to delay any longer. Too
much had been given up, too much sacrificed. So instead he waved one last half-hearted
goodbye to Nora and Bella, before walking across and joining Lucid at the base
of the Stairway. 


“What
happens if the Stairway flickers or disappears while I’m climbing it?” Adam
asked. 


Lucid
shrugged. “I guess you’ll find out.” 


It
wasn’t the most reassuring pep talk that Adam could have hoped for, but he
guessed it was true. What he was about to try had always been seen as
impossible, even by people who had dedicated years of their life to the
attempt, people like his father. He was about to step into the unknown,
carrying the fate of the whole of Reverie with him. 


Somewhere
over the horizon, dark clouds were gathering. On one side of them an army of Drőmer,
intent on exiling Dreamers from the world for good, and on the other a fleet of
Nightmare ships, bringing Ephialtes’ dark forces to the shores of Reverie. 


Not
for the first time, and he suspected not for the last either, Adam was pretty
sure that all these challenges must have been meant for someone else. Someone
older and tougher, or at least someone who had an idea what they were supposed
to be doing. 


He
waited a moment, just in case someone else was going to take the opportunity to
appear in the distance, clap him on the back and tell him, “well done, but I
can take it from here”, but wasn’t hugely surprised when the horizon remained
defiantly empty of arriving heroes. 


Taking
one final look around at his friends, Lucid’s face lined and exhausted, Nora
and Bella standing together in silence, and a cold and empty space where
Grimble’s dour face should be, Adam knew that he had no choice, despite the
risks. There wasn’t going to be another hero in Reverie, there wasn’t going to
be another Dreamlord, there was just him. 


He
placed one foot on the first stair, looked up to the sky, and started to climb.


 


THE END
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