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A Time for Giant Slaying is dedicated to Devan and Ashton. If, when my days grow short, it is determined that I was a good uncle, it will ameliorate a great deal of guilt for other failings. From the day my nieces were born, they were a blessing and a joy.

I hope you slay all your giants, live out your dreams, and know that I love you.


 

 

There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.

—Shakespeare, Hamlet (1.5.167–8)
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Ever had a dream where everything was normal, but you were certain you were being watched? One second you’re fine, the next, creeped out by the feeling that something or someone was watching you? Maybe in your dream, your mom is driving you to the store and for some reason, you keep looking in the mirror to see who’s in the back seat. It’s empty, but a few minutes later you’re checking again.

It’s weird and spooks you a bit, but you shake it off when you wake up. I mean, nobody can visit your dreams, right?

There’s never, ever something staring back at you in that mirror, something with dark eyes full of hatred and hunger.

Right?
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Pushing most of the pillows to one side, I snuggled under the covers. Dink snored on the floor next to me, his leg twitching as he chased squirrels in his sleep. Eyes closed, I thought of William, my brother, rolled to my side and…

I was there, in William’s dream, watching everything from a dream version of our backyard. The monster staring at my brother had three eyes and four arms and was continuously shaking from webbed feet to pointy head. His gray, hairless body looked clammy and damp.

William glanced towards the house. “Cynthia! Stay inside!”

That’s me, I’m Cynthia. Even in his dream, he was a great brother, trying to keep me safe. William turned and ran towards the deck and the giant BBQ on the grass. Almost hopping, the creature lurched after him, buckets of saliva spewing from his open mouth with every jump.

“Grap, grap, grap!” the monster yelled out, jaw opening and slamming shut, pointy teeth reaching for my brother.

I stood still, watching. They were both moving as fast as they could and the creature got closer and closer and closer. It made a final leap just as William slid to his knees and went under the BBQ. The monster landed halfway in, and my brother popped up on the other side and slammed the lid down, trapping it between in and out.

“Grap! Grap, grap, grap!” The echoing voice grew louder. William ran around the other side of the smoker, lifted the creature’s legs, and shoved it all the way in. The door swung shut, and he closed the latch. The voice faded to nothingness and William went back to his dream as if nothing had happened.

That’s the way things worked in the Dreamworld for most people. You start to forget almost as soon as something happens and by the time you wake up, most of it is gone. Not for me, though. I remember everything.

Sighing with relief, I looked past our dream-backyard, our dream-deck, and our dream-house and saw the white stone building in the far distance. No matter what dream I was in, it was always there, just a bit to the side. I wasn’t sure how far away it was, but it seemed big and impressive and always… right… there.
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When I was younger, I thought everyone could enter dreams. Mom’s were the easiest. I couldn’t remember a time when I couldn’t be with her while she slept. Sometimes I’d visit them because I chose to; other times I’d get sucked into them whether I wanted to or not. As I got older, that happened with other people I loved; Dad, William, Aunt Daisy, and even Dink and Buttercup, our dogs, would pull me into their dreams.

Lately, I’d see other things that also watched my brother in his dreams. Shadow-like at first, they became clearer as I got used to them or my vision grew stronger—I wasn’t too sure which. They lived in corners and shadows, and when his dreams were dark and scary, they got bigger and moved closer. Somehow, I was certain that he didn’t create them, that they existed separate from William and myself. I was also certain that they could enter people’s dreams, just like me.

I think they were what Grandma called “pookahs” and they scared the heck out of me. William couldn’t see them, and they’d get close, sit cross-legged near him, and move their hands in the same weird patterns, over and over. When they did that, strange monsters would come or appear out of nowhere and try to chase William or attack him.

My big brother is the bravest person I know. He’d fight the monsters created by the pookahs and kick their butts. Most of them, anyway. But there was one monster who always stood and watched from a distance, never fighting. He was a giant, covered in fur and with huge fangs sticking out past his lips and dripping drool. There was something patient and smart about The Giant. I don’t know how I knew, I just did, but William just couldn’t lose to this monster. Something terrible would happen if he did. I could feel it in my gut.

I watched my brother dream of playing baseball for the Mets, or of running and training with Aunt Daisy, or even when he fished with Dad. The fishing should have been boring, but he always looked happy with Dad. He dreamed of training and fishing a lot, but other things popped in. More and more of that was girls, which was gross.

I wasn’t the only one paying attention to William. Time went by and The Giant would stand and watch from far away. William couldn’t see it, like he couldn’t see the pookahs, so I was his eyes. He’d always tried to help and protect me in real life, so I figured this was my time to watch out for him.

Something felt weird about The Giant, something different. His eyes glittered as he watched, like he was learning. It didn’t feel like he was made by the pookahs, rather it felt like they somehow let The Giant see William, like he needed their help. He watched so carefully that it scared me. He watched William, studying him, patient and focused, almost hungry.

Giants were supposed to be dumb and easily tricked. All the stories said so.

The Giant stood on the edges of William’s dreams, and I stood opposite, like players of a terrifying chess game where I needed to keep the king safe at all costs.

I think that the pookahs wanted William scared. Their monsters would show up and my brother would jump back, and the pookahs would look bigger and stronger somehow. But William always got over his shock quickly and attacked the monsters or forced them into a trap he created in his dream.

Everyone else in William’s dream would stop while my brother took care of the monsters. The dream-Dink would look confused and wait and then they would play again. The other baseball players would stop the game and wait until William was ready, the fish would stop wriggling on their hook, and the dream-Dink would lie at his feet. Everything froze in his dreams while he dealt with the monsters and the pookahs. After they were beaten, they were always left looking hungry, shaky, and thin. Somehow, I knew that they were frustrated and frightened of the boy they couldn’t scare.

And still, The Giant watched.
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“Cynthia!”

Mom had walked towards the front of the house when the doorbell rang, leaving me watching Julia and Jacque, a cooking show Aunt Daisy bought for me.

“Yeah?” I asked.

“Come here, please.”

As I walked over, Dink stepped in front of me. I tried to go around him, but he did it again. Finally, he moved, but always stayed between me and the door. Mom turned towards me, and I saw a man on our porch. He was tall and tan with almost black hair, and he looked about Dad’s age. His suit seemed old-style but neat and he wore the type of hat businessmen wore in old movies.

“Cynthia, this is Mr. Oneiropólos. He just moved in next door.”

The house to our left and the one across the street had both been empty for a while.

“Hello, Cynthia. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

He had an odd accent, and his eyes were a light, watery brown.

“Um, hi. Today’s your first day?”

“Yes, indeed.” He turned to Mom. “I brought your family some cookies. Traditional Greek recipes. Finikia and koulourakia.”

His voice sounded weird to me, and it wasn’t the accent. There was a slight echo just for him. When I leaned forward to try to hear better, a heavy smell like old socks seemed to reach out and surround me, like when I stepped into the hothouse where they grow the mushrooms Dad buys.

When he reached out with a plate, Dink pushed past Mom’s legs and stood between them. There was this weird, deep growl coming from his belly and I backed up. Mom shut the screen door, blocking Dink. Weirdly, I didn’t smell the cookies but a musty damp odor, like a wet shirt that sat in the washing machine too long.

Mom hip-bumped Dink. “I am so sorry, Mr. Oneiropólos. He’s usually very friendly.”

“Oh, it is fine. He is a good boy. And large, yes? Very protective. I am sure we will become friends over time. I shall leave the cookies on the swing, yes?”

“That’s very kind. Please call us if you have any questions at all and welcome to the neighborhood.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Corrigan. Cynthia, it was very nice to meet you.” He looked at both me and Mom. “We shall speak again soon.”

He stared at me a little longer than normal, then smiled, turned, and walked away.

The feeling of someone staring at me stuck for a while, as did the memory of his eyes. Their color seemed like an afterthought, as if God realized he needed to add something, anything, and just grabbed watered-down remains of the brown he’d been using to color a washed-out mud puddle.

As odd as his eyes were, they felt strong, as if he could look inside of me and see what I was thinking.

When Mom was busy on the computer, I threw out the cookies.
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Weeks went by and nothing happened. When the pookahs weren’t around, William had normal dreams. I’d pop in and take a look and then leave. I didn’t really like being in people’s dreams and it didn’t feel right; a bit rude, as if I was listening to a conversation I wasn’t supposed to be part of. If I chose where I was going, I could enter anyone’s dreams. Sometimes it would be Grandpa, sometimes Uncle Tommy, and sometimes Dink’s. The only reason I did it was to see if I could. I didn’t normally stay. I just wondered if the pookas bothered anyone else. They didn’t.

There were moving trucks outside that morning. I heard them as they pulled up in the driveway of the house across the street. I watched them from my bedroom window as they unloaded box after box and moved them into the house. It had been empty since the Henderson’s had moved, but it wasn’t empty now. It was as if every box on Long Island was making its way through those doors.

First, the creepy guy moved in next door and now people were moving in across the street.

Mom poked her head in my room. “Cynthia, give them some privacy and come down for breakfast.”

“Is Dad cooking?”

She rolled her eyes. “Yes, your father’s cooking.” She looked at me, annoyed, and added, “I am perfectly capable of making breakfast, you know.”

“I know, Mom. You’re a really good cook.” She wasn’t.

“Yeah, yeah. Down in five.”

Mom and Dad both worked from home. Dad did some stuff with reporters from around the country, and Mom handled money and investments. I wasn’t entirely sure about what either of them did, really. That was just what I heard them tell people, but they were home most of the time and he did almost all the cooking.

William looked half asleep as he drank his orange juice and ignored me when I sat down. Dink and Buttercup were nowhere to be seen, which usually meant Dad was making oatmeal. Mom put out the chopped fruit and nuts and told William to get the honey. He grumbled and got it. Dad kissed the top of my head as he put my bowl on the table. The dogs were right. It was oatmeal.

Dad sat and grabbed the bowl of bananas. “Sleep well?”

“Until I heard the trucks.” I rubbed my eyes and yawned.

“They were a little loud, but it’s nice to see my kids before noon.”

“It’s summer, Dad. Our job is to sleep.”

He smiled. “I’m going to make a casserole or something and bring it over. Want to help?”

“Sure. Can we make brownies with that new chocolate?”

“I guess.”

He had ordered some spicy Mexican chocolate. I really like it, so we used that. We were done shortly after lunch, and Mom and Dink came with us when we brought the food over to the new neighbors. Their house was pretty big, but they didn’t have a gate or anything, so we just went up to the door. Dad gave the moving guys the second plate of brownies, and that seemed to make them happy.

Mom was about to knock on the door when it was flung open and a lady with an empty box stood there.

“Oh, I’m so sorry.” She put the box down. “I’m Adrianna Lessing. We’re just moving in. Of course we’re moving in, that’s obvious. Sorry, it’s just been a hectic day.”

“Hi, Adrianna. We’re from across the street. I’m Jennifer, my husband is Finn, this is Cynthia, and the nosy guy sniffing your leg is Dink. He’s harmless. Welcome to the neighborhood.”

“Well, isn’t that sweet! Thank you so much.”

She was a tall, thin woman with a southern accent. I stepped forward, handing her the brownies.

“These are some brownies, but they’re sort of spicy. It works though, trust me. Dad made cioppino. We’ve got tons, so if you need more, we have it at the house.”

“Y’all are gonna make me cry. It’s just the three of us, so it’ll be more than enough. Do you mind me asking how old you are, Cynthia?”

I liked the accent. It was soft and warm and just sort of rolled out like warmth from the fireplace in winter.

“Eleven.”

She smiled and wiped some hair away from her eyes. “My twins are eleven, soon to be twelve. Would you mind if I called them down? I’m sure they’ll have so many questions for you about school and sports and… Are you a Girl Scout?”

“No… I mean yes. No, I’m not a scout, but yes, I can answer questions if they have any.”

There weren’t any other kids my age around our block. I leaned forward and looked past her when she turned towards the stairs. Mom put her hand on my shoulder like she thought I was going to go running into someone else’s house.

“Aiden! Sophia! We have company!” She turned back to us. “I’m sorry. Where are my manners? Can I offer you some lemonade? We don’t have much of a selection, I’m afraid. Maybe some sweet tea?”

The two kids came tumbling down the stairs. We would have known immediately that they were twins, even if their mother hadn’t told us. Aiden was a little taller than Sophia, but they both had dark, almost black hair and warm brown eyes. He was thinner than she was, but William had been like that when he had a growth spurt.

They were a little shy at first, talking among themselves, and they had that same accent as their mom.

“Aiden and Sophia, this is… I’m sorry. What was your last name?”

Dad stretched out his hand to Aiden. “Corrigan.”

Aiden shook hands as Mrs. Lessing continued. “This is Mr. and Mrs. Corrigan and Cynthia. She’s your age, and I thought you might have some questions.”

I smiled. “Wanna go for a walk?”

Their mother looked at Mom, who nodded.

“Stay close.”

It wouldn’t take us too long if we just went to the end of the block and back.

Sophia was staring at Dink as if she wanted to pet him. “How come he’s not on a leash?”

“He doesn’t need one. He listens pretty well, but if we go to the beach or something, we put one on. Dink’s friendly if you want to pet him.”

She crept towards him. “He’s a little big.”

“Yeah, but he’s a mush. He wouldn’t hurt anybody.”

Dink sat while Sophia scratched his ears. “I had a dog back home. She knew like a million tricks. If we brought her to the bayou, she’d wrestle alligators.”

“Your dog wrestled alligators?”

“Sure. We used to eat gator all the time and I think she grew to like the taste.”

Behind her, Aiden shook his head and mouthed, “No.”

I smiled and continued. “Um, okay. So, that house over there has someone new. He just moved in. I think he’s from Europe or something. He has an accent and seems… Well, I don’t know. That house over there is Mrs. Crenshaw. Her grandkids are nice.”

Aiden pointed to a path between two houses that led to the water. “Is that for public use? Can anyone get to the beach from there?”

“Um, I don’t know. I can ask Dad. Nobody really comes down our street if they don’t live here and people are pretty cool about the water. If you want to go swimming or something, let me know. William or I can show you. That’s my brother.”

They had questions about the Montauk Lighthouse and schools and movie theaters and stuff. Sophia seemed weird but funny, and Aiden asked tons of questions. They both liked Dink, but everyone likes him.

I told William about them that night. He read and listened as I talked about their accent and what they told me about Alabama. Aiden was really smart, so Sophia and I both had brothers who were always reading. Aiden kept talking about what books he thought we might get next year in school. Sophia spoke to everyone we saw. She said hi to the neighbors, the mailman, some guys cutting lawns, and anyone else who was out.

William nodded and I could tell he heard me, but wasn’t paying much attention. Mom and I watched a movie before I went to bed. It was one of those comedies that was only a little funny and you forgot about it in a couple of days.

I’d woken up in the middle of the night and had to go to the bathroom. Almost tripping over Buttercup, I stumbled back into bed when I was done. I’d barely curled up under the blankets when…

I was there.

Sitting on a bench in the clamming boat as dream-Dad and William pulled up a rake full of clams, I watched them. William’s dream-dad was about 12 feet tall and could reach all parts of the boat without moving. I thought that I was seeing the boat as William did when he was little. It seemed huge but wasn’t in real life. Dream-Dad would hug my brother, and they’d laugh and talk as the piles of clams grew larger. He was only a dream version of our father, but it still made me happy to see him.

We weren’t too far from the shore, and I could see our house in the distance. It didn’t make much sense, but the other huge marble house that I always saw in dreams was right next to ours. It was never close enough to see clearly, but I could make out bright green hedges and white columns.

I walked around the boat and listened to William talking to dream-Dad, felt the breeze off the water, and was happy.

Suddenly, pookahs appeared on the boat, one after another. Some close to me, others farther away. There were more of them than I could ever remember gathering before. Just as William couldn’t see them, it seemed that they couldn’t see me. They were acting differently, more organized. The pookahs were again moving their hands, but they were doing it together, all with the same gestures. The Giant was there too, but he was on the shore rather than in the boat.

A wave pushed up against the clammer, water climbing over the side. The Giant began moving. He stepped into the water from the shore and came striding towards us, pulling a huge club behind him. The club dragged through the water and more waves rocked the boat as he came closer and closer. He looked like an ugly hairy man dressed in fur and his club was made from a tree trunk. Strangest of all, he wore a silver band around his head like a king or prince.

His voice sounded like rumbling thunder, words rolling into one another. “Thiss iss your lasst day, boy. Today the creatures feasst on your fear, and I shall conssume your esssencce.”

There was a smell coming off of it that I didn’t recognize and was horrible, like diapers and rotten eggs left in the garbage for days. His forehead was too big for his face and his beard held small nasty birds that screamed at us wordlessly. Pookahs appeared out of nowhere, wringing their hands, and almost dancing in joy.

Dream-Dad stood still, confused, and looked at William. For the first time, my brother could see The Giant that had been stalking him for months. He searched the boat and found a pitchfork that he raised as he stood in front of dream-Dad. It wasn’t going to be enough. Not even close.

“No, no, no, no!” I ran towards William, jumped on him, clutching my brother. There was a wrenching, and I sat up in my bed, wide awake. Pulling off the covers, I rushed to his room. When I burst through his door, he was sitting up.

He sounded sleepy, and a little confused. “I just had the weirdest dream.”

I’d never done that before. That was the first time I’d pulled someone out of the Dreamworld.

“Are you okay, William?”

“Yeah… it was just weird. There was a giant and Dad and…”

He told me about his dream while I sat on his beanbag. I just sat and listened. What could I do? I knew he wouldn’t believe me, and I didn’t want him thinking I was weird or crazy. When he was done, I went back to my room and started doing some thinking. The Giant was patient and hungry. He wasn’t going to just go away.

I had a giant to slay, and I wasn’t going to be able to do it alone.
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My whole life I’d been separating my life while sleeping from my life while awake. I’d gotten so used to it that problems in one didn’t bother the other. If I was really interested in something in the Dreamworld, I could leave that interest there and not think about it until I was sleeping again.

Sometimes it bothered me that I didn’t have my own dreams. I mean, I did, but very rarely, and usually it was before I was deep asleep. More daydreams than anything else, they’d fade away and I’d find myself in the Dreamworld or in Dink’s dream or something.

So, it was a weird experience worrying about the Giant all the time, asleep or awake. I couldn’t keep my brain stuck on only one thing.

“Cynthia?”

I looked up at Mrs. Havisher. “I… What?”

“Cynthia, have you been paying attention? Should we move on to someone else, or do you know the answer?”

“It’s, um, restating the thesis.” I’d thought I’d heard someone say thesis.

Mrs. Havisher sighed. “No. Please see me after class. Jonathan, do you know the answer?”

“The Greeks?”

“Exactly. The Romans learned much from the Greeks. Can you name something from the Greeks we use today in our government?”

Thesis? We weren’t even in English class. I’d been too distracted and Aunt Daisy wanted me to stay after school to help with her class. I just wanted to go home and figure out what to do, but that wasn’t going to happen.

During lunch, Sophia went around to a bunch of kids to remind them of her birthday party. When she left our table, Lexi made a face and leaned close to the other popular girls. She began a weird, loud whispering.

“I heard she grew up in a swamp. That’s probably why she smells so bad. Like anyone would go to her party.”

Staying quiet would have been a good idea. Lexi and I had sort of been friends when we were little. I really should have just sat there. I didn’t.

“Lexi, remember when we were at the beach, and you kept chasing that duck? You almost caught him when you sneezed, and that big line of snot dripped out of your nose and almost to the sand. You looked at me and then sucked it all back up your nose.

“That was crazy. How did you even do that? Maybe you could show us at the party tomorrow.” I looked at the other girls. “I mean, it was like four feet of snot. And Lexi just ripped it right back up. I figured she probably did it a lot to get that good. Maybe with her cat. What was his name? Mr. Pickles? Hey, do you still put him in those dresses? I think I have a picture of that at home. I can bring it in on Monday. They were so funny! Okay, and weird, but definitely funny.”

Lexi got up with her plastic tray from lunch, threw her stuff in the garbage, put the tray on the stack, and sat down at another table.

After math, we had gym. It was volleyball week, which wasn’t so bad. Mr. LaCosse had us shifting positions every five minutes, so I didn’t get bored. When class was almost over, he got us all together.

“Good job. Martinez, give Banks his glasses back. Alright, next week is going to be basketball. Everyone loves basketball, right? If you’re going to be here after school for Mrs. Oliviera’s self-defense class, you need to have the permission slips signed by your parents. No excuses! If you want to show up a little early and help me and Cynthia with the mats, we’d love to see you.”

Mrs. Oliviera was Aunt Daisy. There were no Jiu Jitsu schools this far out on Long Island, so she taught kids at the school once a week. She usually taught at a special school in Riverhead. Aunt Daisy had been teaching William for years and years and I was pretty sure that was her job, teaching people how to fight. On the other hand, she seemed pretty rich, so maybe she just liked doing it.

Lexi kept staring angrily at me for the rest of the day. Sophia and Aiden stayed for Aunt Daisy’s class, but Sophia told everyone she taught people how to fight back in Louisiana. She didn’t. I can’t stand Jiu Jitsu or any of that stuff and even I could tell she was lying.

While Aunt Daisy was showing kids how to fall or wrestle or whatever, I was sitting against the wall, reading. Someone sat down next to me, and I looked over. It was Mrs. Havisher.

“Cynthia, I’m getting much too old to sit on the floor. Enjoy your youth while you have it. I saw you here on my way out and thought we might have a chat. How are you doing? Are things at home okay?”

I shrugged. “Sure.”

She waited for me to continue, but I just went back to reading. Mrs. Havisher sighed and continued.

“You know, I also taught William. He received excellent grades.”

“I get good grades.”

“Yes, you do, but you’re capable of a lot more. He was the type of student who loved learning and reading chapters ahead of the class. You wait until the last minute and cram everything in. You get away with that because you’re very smart, but you could do better.”

“Like William?”

“Yes, like William.”

“Well, I’m not William. I’m me. And I get good grades.”

I was tired of all of my teachers telling me how smart my brother was. William did this and William did that. Great. I get it. They all loved William. But my grades were fine.

“You do get good grades, but you also usually pay attention in class. If you need to talk to someone, I’m available.”

“Okay, thanks.”

Aunt Daisy drove me and the twins home. She told us stories about her aunt, the Cynthia I was named after. Sophia, Aiden, and I played some video games before their mom had them go home and help get ready for the party.

I woke up early the next day and helped Dad make breakfast. It felt like the clock was broken, ticking along way too slowly. When it was finally time, I ran across the street.

Happy Birthday signs hung from the house and a nearby tree. Inside, another hung by their TV. I liked the twins and was happy to go to the party, but they seemed mostly sad. Sophia cheered up when she saw William. She got all big-eyed and goofy when he was around.

The guy they hired wasn’t the best. I didn’t think it was a big deal, but Aiden and Sophia seemed embarrassed when the lame magician left. Not many kids had shown up for their party and they all left soon after the cake. Some adults from the neighborhood were invited for lunch and we had burgers, hot dogs, and andouille sausage. I saw Dad watching the grill and knew how difficult it was for him to not help out or offer advice.

“Hello, Cynthia.”

The voice made me jump. Turning, I saw Mr. Oneiropólos standing behind me, looking across the street towards the water.

“Um, hi.”

“Your friends have lucked into a lovely day for their celebration. Did they enjoy their gifts?”

I couldn’t just walk away, but he was way creepy. “Yeah, I guess.”

“Aiden received numerous books. I assume he is a reader, a wonderful thing in a child. Are you also a reader, Cynthia?”

“Not as much as my brother.”

Still not looking at me, he nodded like I’d just told him the wisest thing in the world.

“Maybe that will change. Remember the name Carlos Castaneda. I believe you would enjoy his work. The world does not define you, Cynthia. It is what you create. Bend reality to your will.”

I heard my brother’s voice speaking to Mr. Oneiropólos from behind me, and he put his hand on my shoulder.

“Hey. How’re you doing? I’m William.”

There was a look of anger or irritation in Mr. Oneiropólos’ eyes, but he quickly smiled. “Ah, the famous reader. It is nice to meet you, William. You are here for the party?”

“Actually, more to sneak a couple of hot dogs. How about you? Are your kids around?”

“Sadly, I have no children.”

I could hear the tension in William’s voice. “So, you’re just killing time talking to my sister? I get it. Being new can be hard. The adults are hanging out by the grill. I could introduce you if you’d like.”

The smile grew hard and thin. “That is very kind, young man. I’ll be fine. Thank you.”

Mr. Oneiropólos looked at me and then back up to William, nodded, and walked off. I made sure I was nowhere near him for the rest of the day.

William was just like our Uncle Tommy, which is weird because we’re not related to him by blood. They were both outgoing and made friends everywhere. Five minutes after you met my brother, he knew about your family and school and what you wanted to do with your life. Like our Aunt Daisy, he was super protective. I didn’t need to see his face to know the look he was giving Mr. Oneiropólos.

“C’mon, Cynthia. Charlie brought his cousin. You’ll like her. She’s into cooking and stuff like you and Dad.”

Everyone else had left, and Mrs. Lessing asked me to stay for dinner. Aiden and I were playing video games and heard Sophia with their mom in the kitchen.

“We’re twelve, Mom. A magician? Really? Why not a clown with big shoes and squeaky feet? We looked like idiots.”

“You used to love magicians!”

“Yeah, when we were, like, six. That was just embarrassing. That’s who we’re gonna be when school starts. The weird kids from Alabama who like magicians. They already think we’re backwoods hicks.”

Mrs. Lessing paused before replying. “Okay, it’s your birthday. I’m sorry if the magician was a bad choice. Next year I’ll know.”

“Dad’ll have us back in Birmingham next year.”

“Honey… Okay. Just enjoy the rest of your birthday. Tell your brother and Cynthia that dinner’s ready.”

We had a crawfish boil, which was one of their favorite things. Dad would have loved it. He was always out on one of the boats fishing, and seafood was almost as high on his food list as BBQ. They said that the pizza on Long Island was much better than in Alabama, but I had to admit that their seafood was pretty good.

Sophia and Aiden sucked the heads off the crawfish, which was gross, but they seemed happier.

“It’s really good, right? My dad makes the best seafood boils. They have everything in them. He knows where to get the crawfish and clean them and everything. It takes like a day to get them clean. He’ll be coming up soon. We’ll have you over and he’ll cook. We have a super big pot at home. Mom, we can get a big pot here, right?”

Mrs. Lessing seemed sad as she put her hand on Sophia’s cheek, bent over, and kissed her head. “Of course.”

I added some Tabasco sauce to my rice. “My dad goes fishing all the time with William. Maybe your dad can go with them.”

Sophia helped herself to seconds. “My dad’s the best at fishing. When he was a kid, he could walk down to the water and get his own crawdads and catfish. I’m going to see if he can get us a dog, but a big one this time. We can have two dogs like you do.”

Their mom started cleaning the table. “Honey, this is home. We can go back to visit once in a while, but this is where we live now.”

Sophia waved off her mother. “Yeah, I know. But if we move back. Later, like next year or something.”

We went back to playing games after dinner and another piece of birthday cake. Their dad had sent a bunch of games, which was cool, but they were disappointed that he hadn’t flown up to see them. We’d been playing for a while when Mrs. Lessing told them that their father was on Zoom.

I kept playing while they talked to him, but the laptop was right next to us on the couch Aiden and I were on. He sang the birthday song and they laughed and pretended his singing was so bad it was painful. Mr. Lessing asked about the games and the party, and they talked for a while.

“So, yeah, I’m sorry I couldn’t get up there. Things have been crazy with work. I’m going to come up next month and we’ll spend the weekend in the city. We’ll go to a play and do whatever you guys want, okay?”

Aiden was sort of quiet, but Sophia was really bubbly and told him about everything that was going on. She mentioned Dink and asked if she could get a dog, and told him about seeing a ballgame at the Ducks stadium. She seemed happier than I’d ever seen her.

“We had crawdads for dinner. Mom had them flown in alive! It was sooo good. Even Cynthia liked them, right, Cynthia?”

I turned to the laptop. “Uh, yeah, it was better than it looked like it would be.”

Everyone laughed. Crawfish sort of looked like bugs. As Mr. Lessing laughed, a lady walked behind him and then offscreen. She was wearing a tee-shirt and really tight shorts and had her hair in a towel like she’d just gotten out of the shower.

Aiden’s voice was lower than I’d ever heard when he spoke up. “Who was that?”

His dad looked confused. “Who was who?”

“The woman that just walked behind you.”

“The…” He quickly turned and looked. “She, um, that’s a friend.”

“A friend? You have a friend at the house while we’re up here?”

“Uh, yeah, she just stopped by.”

“To take a shower?”

“No. No, she spilled something on her shirt, and… Listen, whatever. It’s—”

Aiden interrupted him. “Yeah, like you said, whatever, Dad. Thanks for finding the time to call.”

He reached over and disconnected the video.

Sophia stood up. “Hey!”

Their father tried to call again, and Aiden closed the laptop. Sophia went to grab it. Of the two of them, if one of them was ever the boss, it was always her. This time, Aiden almost barked his words at her.

“Leave it alone!”

She looked surprised and sat back down. We were all quiet for a while before Sophia spoke again.

“We’re not going home again, are we?”

“No.”

“They’re not getting back together.”

Aiden shook his head.

“Dad’s not coming up here next month.”

Aiden shrugged and went upstairs. I sat there feeling super awkward and Sophia just stared at the wall.
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William’s nights weren’t always filled with threats. If he dreamed ten times, the pookahs were in maybe one. The Giant would appear and watch him less often than that. He hadn’t come after William again. I wasn’t sure, but I thought he was learning again.

Giants shouldn’t be smart.

I tried to just do what I normally do, but it was hard. William and The Giant were always in the back of my head. I’d be watching TV or playing a game and I’d start thinking of The Giant. William and I talked all the time, and even though he was annoying, he was a good brother. Since that night, I’d spent more time talking to him, trying to… I don’t know. See if he was okay, I guess.

My days were normal, like everyone else’s. If it was summer, I’d be home, otherwise, I’d go to school during the day. I’d hang out with my friends or do some chores. That was still the way it was after The Giant started watching William. My life was split in two, with the Dreamworld on one side and the normal world on the other.

Every year, we had a big block party. There was always a host house and this year it was ours. Dad loves to cook, and he had me helping. William wasn’t into food, but I was. Instead, my brother was always reading or practicing fighting with our Aunt Daisy and that let me spend time with Dad. Our house was where Gramma,Grandpa, Uncle Tommy, Aunt Daisy, and everyone came for parties and Christmas and stuff. Food was up to the two of us, just me and Dad.

This was going to be the twins’ first block party, and they were sort of excited. Sophia spent a lot of time helping me and Dad with the food prep, and Aiden played with Dink and Buttercup. There were lots of people coming by to set things up.

We had two bands that had to set up, and a guy delivered a golf cart the adults could use when they closed the street down. People dragged chairs, tables, and grills out to the curb and two houses were assigned for swimming, so someone could watch kids in the water.

Sophia spent the day close to Dad. It was interesting watching her. I’d thought that Aiden was the smart twin, but Sophia seemed to always see how things should work. When people would ask Dad questions, she’d often wind up answering or making suggestions. She wasn’t bossy or anything, and it turned out what she said made sense.

Aiden was sort of shy, but Sophia made up for it by talking enough for both of them. She spent forever telling Aunt Daisy that they swam here from Alabama to avoid traffic. She said she had a dog just like Dink, but his name was Stink because he farted a lot. Aiden denied it, but Sophia tried to tell us that her parents bought her twin at Walmart.

Her stories were crazy, and she told them all with a straight face. There was no way she thought anyone actually believed her. I’d never met anyone like Sophia and sometimes I’d just sit back and watch her go. While she often acted younger than she was, Aiden would act older. It worked for them, so I just went with it.

They were over at the house a couple of weeks after The Giant went after William. We went swimming and Dad BBQ’d ribs. Mom found us watching TV.

“Aiden, Sophia, I spoke to your mom. Did you want to stay for the night? A sleepover?”

They did, and we got out some sleeping bags and pillows and set up the living room. Buttercup was in the backyard and Aiden was leaning on Dink while we played Monopoly. He’d hold up the dice on his turn for Dink to see and whisper something in his ear.

Mom brought us popcorn and watched us play for a while. She always wanted me to do something organized, like play softball or take swimming lessons or play chess. That wasn’t me. Mom thought I wasn’t assertive enough, that I just sat back and let things happen.

Maybe that was true, but it wasn’t bad. As long as things were okay, why would I care who decided what we did? I began paying attention again when Sophia spoke up.

“You know, Mr. Monopoly’s sort of rude.” Sophia kicked her brother’s leg to make sure he listened to her. “He stole some gum from me. The whole pack. Just took it like it was his.”

Aiden shook his head and counted his money again. Dink snuffled in his sleep. I looked at her before speaking.

“What?”

“Yeah. Mr. Monopoly. I met him when I went to Boardwalk in the city.”

Aiden spoke up. “In New York?”

“Yup.”

He hadn’t looked at her yet, studying the board and his money. “Monopoly is based on places in Atlantic City, not New York.”

“Right. Yeah. Atlantic City. Right outside New York. That’s what I meant.”

“Atlantic City is two hours away from New York.”

“Shut up. You’re such a dork.”

He just shrugged, still not looking at her. We kept playing, and she eventually won the game. Before we went to sleep, Sophia told us about a ghost that lived in her backyard. His name was Jacqueline because his ghost mother always wanted a ghost girl. Supposedly, they were very close friends.

She was telling us about how Jacqueline was afraid of the water when I felt an odd pulling and sort of a panic that wasn’t my own. I tried to ignore it and focus on Sophia’s silly story, but it kept pulling and pulling at me. Something yanked in my head, and I knew it was William. He was dreaming, and The Giant was moving towards him.

My heart began pounding and I couldn’t breathe. Somehow, I knew. He was going to attack William!

I sort of pushed and shoved with my brain and I was suddenly with William in a dream version of our backyard. Pookahs were everywhere, and The Giant was knocking trees out of his way as he moved towards us, dragging his club behind him.

His voice rumbled like an earthquake. “Enough, boy. Too much time hasss passsed. Ssso much time. I sssee you now. I know your tricksss. Thisss will be your end.”

“What the heck is that?”

I turned and saw Sophia and Aiden behind me. Somehow, I’d dragged my friends into the dream with me and that scared the heck out of me. How could I protect them when I had to watch William?

All the pookahs were moving their hands in the same way, at the same time, and they all chittered happily and danced in place. William looked around and grabbed the stick Dad uses to move the coals in his smoker. My brother was doing some weird twirling thing with it that looked fancy, but I knew it wouldn’t help. William was always practicing fighting with Aunt Daisy and Uncle Tommy, but you can’t fight a giant with only a stick.

A deep, loud growl started, and Dink stepped in front of William. He looked weird. Much bigger than normal, and younger. He seemed angry and scary. I’d pulled everyone from the living room into the dream with me, including Dink. Moving towards our dog, I leaned over and whispered in his ear. He was shaking, as if held back by an invisible leash.

“Dink, get the pookahs!”

It was like something that had been holding him back had let go. With a howl, he ran forward and jumped on one of the pookahs, slammed it to the ground and it gradually turned to smoke and disappeared. Dink was up immediately and running to the next, and the second was down before Sophia spoke up.

“Where the heck are we?”

My voice caught in my throat. “William’s… his dream. And that giant wants to kill him!”

Aiden stared at Dink. “Who are the goblins?”

“They… I don’t know. They’re like me, I guess, going into people’s dreams. They somehow let The Giant come.”

He looked up at The Giant, and I could see how afraid he was. “They’re like you? Are you like them?”

I didn’t understand what he meant. “What?”

“Can you do what they do?”

“Maybe?”

“Do what they’re doing with their hands, but do it backward.”

“What? Why?”

“It seems, I don’t know, important. They’re all doing it together and the giant is coming.”

The more pookahs that Dink took down, the slower the Giant became. Studying their hands, I noticed it was the movements they made on the clamming boat. It took me a minute, but I got it right and began doing the same gestures, but backward.

The Giant slowed and looked confused. He sniffed the air and looked around.

“There isss another, hiding from my eyesss.”

Dink was always moving, attacking, and jumping on the next. I kept up the hand gestures, and The Giant wasn’t able to move forward. Sophie and Aiden began throwing rocks at the pookahs, who tried blocking them while looking confused. They didn’t seem able to see the twins either, but they saw and felt the rocks.

The Giant bellowed, and huge gobbets of spit flew from his mouth. Ugly little birds leapt from his beard and squawked loudly. Struggling, he put one foot in front of the other and tried pushing his way towards William. It was as if he were struggling against invisible ropes.

As the twins distracted pookahs, Dink destroyed them, and I reversed their gestures. The Giant slammed his fist into the dream-deck attached to the dream-house and it shattered, wood flying everywhere. Unable to move closer, The Giant leaned forward and swung his club at William. My brother jumped back, avoiding the weapon, and then darted forward, slamming his stick into The Giant’s knuckles.

Rising to his full height, The Giant was taller than the house. He screamed his rage again, gazed at the vanishing pookahs, turned, and strode away, each footstep shaking the ground. With him gone, the rest of the pookahs popped away into nothingness, one after the other.

Aiden’s voice was hushed. “What. The. Heck. Was. That?”

Turning back to the twins, I took a moment to think of how to explain all of this. “That… Well, it’s weird. That was the pookahs. And a giant. He’s been trying to get to William for months. We’re in William’s dream and…”

Aiden tilted his head. “We’re where?”

“I know. It sounds crazy. We’re in William’s dream. I can sort of go into people’s dreams, but I’ve never brought anyone with me before.”

Dink ran over to me and put his big head under my hand. I scratched his ears. Sophia was just looking around, touching things. She looked like someone who just had their first Christmas, as if everything was new, sparkly, and magical.

As always, Aiden seemed very serious. “Cynthia, can you get us all back to… the real world? Your living room?”

Sophia spoke before I could. “Wait! Hold on. Why hurry? We’re sleeping over. We have all night.” She pointed over my shoulder. “Cynthia, what’s that?”

I looked. “That, yeah, I don’t know. It’s a really big house or building and somehow, it’s always there in every dream.”

“Let’s go!”

“No. I have to get us back. We can’t just go wandering around. I’ve never even been there.”

“Look, you don’t know why the giant is going after William, right? And what those little goblin things are? Maybe we can find out at the house.”

Aiden jumped in. “She has a point. Maybe we can just go and take a look? We don’t have to go in.”

Sophia beamed and took her brother’s hand.

I looked back at William as he continued his dream. He glanced over his shoulder once in a while but seemed unconcerned about The Giant. I knew he couldn’t see me or the pookahs and now I could tell he couldn’t see Sophia or Aiden.

“But…”

“No buts. If the giant comes back, we’ll see him. He’s like a million feet tall. Please? We can hurry up, take a look, and come right back. Please? Please?”

She kept looking past and around me, trying to take everything in.

I looked around nervously before answering. “Okay. I guess. We have to be quick.”

Sophia was still looking over my shoulder. Her voice was soft, and she spoke slowly. “Yes, very quick. Really, super quick.”

Sighing, I followed her gaze to the big house. It made mine look tiny, and it was hard to tell how far away it was. The limits of William’s dream had a haze to it. Everything past there was pure Dreamworld. The house seemed to be just on the other side of that border.

“If we’re doing this, we all stay together. No matter what. Okay?”

She reached and took my hand, dropping Aiden’s. “Yes. Whatever you want.”

Aiden nodded and the three of us and Dink were off.

I kissed my hand and touched it to William’s head. He couldn’t see or feel me. William was deep and his dream. My brother was again walking down to the dock, picking up where he was before The Giant.

Whispering, I leaned in. “I’ll keep watching. I don’t think he’s coming back. Not right away.”

He didn’t see or hear me, and I didn’t expect him to. I was pretty sure I could change that and make him see me, but I left him alone.

The farther we got from William, the more things grew vague. Edges were rounded, sounds were muffled and the smell of the water and Dad’s smoker faded. When we got to the edge of the neighborhood, we approached a hazy wall that we could see through. On the other side was nothing familiar except the house that I saw in every dream.

Aiden looked around. “I don’t understand any of this. How can you just go into dreams? It doesn’t make any sense.”

I sighed. “I don’t know. Mom went to a place in Australia when she was pregnant with me. It’s called Uluru. Supposedly the Dreamworld and the real world are real close there. I think something happened there and… well, it made me like this.”

He frowned like he was concentrating. “So, do you dream?”

“What do you mean?”

“Do you have dreams like normal people or are you always in other people’s dreams?”

“Um, I dream sometimes. Not a lot, and not like other people. I’ve never had a nightmare and my dreams are sort of like, normal stuff, like cooking dinner or something.”

“So weird.”

I took a deep breath. “Yeah, I guess. Normal to me, though.”

With Dink ahead of me and holding a hand of each twin, we stepped through the haze. The sun seemed more red than yellow and there was grass halfway up to my knees. We walked through the grass towards the house and eventually came upon a dirt road. We followed it towards the house that always seemed to be a few minutes away.

Dink stopped every once in a while and would sniff the air. The short little hairs on his neck would stiffen up and he’d growl this deep, deep growl. We’d wait until he was ready and after a couple of minutes, he would continue. It was as if something was coming and changed its mind when Dink got angry.

[image: ]

Coming to a four-way split in the road, there was a large pole in the middle with signs sticking off. Ahead on one of the paths we saw five bald men wearing yellow robes surrounding a tall woman. If the men were normal height, she had to be ten feet tall. That was weird, but even stranger was that she had the head of a tiger and wore glasses.

Grandpa was a professor and she dressed like people he hung out with, a tweed grey suit with patches on the elbows. Tapping her head, she seemed to be lecturing the men, all of whom nodded as she spoke. Dink seemed to be okay with them and they were walking away from us, so we stayed where we were and let them go on their way.

The wooden signs hanging off the wood were engraved. Aiden read them aloud.

“House of the Strong. One Hop, One Skip, One Jump.” The sign pointed to the large house.

“House of the Wicked. One Slip, One Slide, One Trip.” The sign pointed in the opposite direction.

“Papa Legba’s Crossroads. Right Over There.”

Others were pointing in many directions. The Dell of the Northern Zephyr, Uluru, Death Valley, and Camp Hero were all in English. Aiden read a few in Spanish. Sophia read a few in what she said was a secret language but came up with names like Peanut Butter and Jelly Village and Underwear Underthere River. I rolled my eyes, and we started back towards the house.

“No hello, no thank you for the directions? You’re truly horrid children.”

We spun around, but there was no one there. Aiden grabbed his sister’s hand.

Looking at Dink, I saw that he was normal and not angry. “Hello? Where are you?”

“Rude and now stupid. Is that how they are making children these days?” The voice came from the signpost and the signs all fluttered.

Sophia’s eyes grew large. “Are you… Are you the sign?”

“Well, who else would I be?”

She continued. “How are you talking?”

“I just talk. How are you talking? What a silly question.”

“But signs don’t talk.”

“Clearly you are wrong, you daft child. Try keeping up, will you? There are twenty-one traveler’s posts in Dream. I am one. We are all perfectly civilized and can speak with eloquence and on a variety of topics.”

Sophia didn’t seem to get it. Things could be dangerous here. With the pookahs, The Giant, and the stuff Dink was scaring off, it wasn’t all fun. We were in a place of dreams, but also nightmares and monsters. I’d spent years somehow knowing to keep quiet and to go unnoticed. She was looking around like we were in Disneyland.

Aiden walked closer to the signpost. “Um, what do we call you?”

“A simple hello will suffice.”

“Okay, hello, thank you for the directions.”

“Finally! A child with manners.”

He continued. “What’s the House of the Strong?”

“You’re the second child to ask me that this week. I don’t know. I can tell you how to get there, but I’ve never been. I’m lacking in ambulation. However, I can tell you the rumors I’ve heard.”

Aiden continued. “Rumors would be great.”

“Well, we are currently in the realm of dreams, a vast land containing each individual dream. The House of the Strong is the home of the most popular dreams at any one time. The rules in each are different than they are here. The dreams are set and everyone within them knows their role. They will see you as part of that dream and treat you as such. You cannot simply wake from one of these dreams. I explained this to the boy, but he seemed to have a passing familiarity with how it worked.”

“There was another kid? Like us?” Aiden’s words tumbled after one another in a rush to get out of his mouth.

“A human child named Abasi. Markedly more polite than this girl and her lies about my signs. Peanut Butter and Jelly Village? Hmph. Such a ridiculous thing certainly does not exist.”

Aiden frowned. “Yeah, Sophia makes stuff up. We don’t pay attention. Do you know anything about the giant?”

The signs seemed to flutter, and the post leaned slightly away from us. “No. Nothing. It’s time for you to go.”

“Really? Nothing? He’s a giant. You haven’t noticed him?”

“Dream is a big place, child. Now go away!”

“But…”

“GO AWAY!”

Sophia pushed Aiden, and they began moving towards the house. She called out over her shoulder. “I’ve met lots of talking signs and you’re the worst!”

Dink stood next to the sign and, for a second, I thought he was going to lift his back leg. “Dink! Let’s go. Thank you for the directions.”

The signs fluttered again but were silent.

What did it mean if the signpost was right? Was there another kid wandering around that could enter dreams? Was there someone else like me?

I couldn’t figure out how long it took to walk from one place to another here. The house always seemed exactly the same distance away, no matter how far we walked. We eventually arrived outside some hedges that surrounded the super big house. There was an opening we went through, and it had gardens and ponds in the front yard. My parents took me and William to parties on estates of old dead people like the Vanderbilts, and this looked like those places, only bigger and nicer. The building was made of white stone and the water in the ponds moved slightly without a breeze.

There was no door, just an opening, and everything was bright inside, but I couldn’t see any lights. I thought it would be rude to just walk in.

“Hello? Um, I’m Cynthia. Is anyone there?”

No one answered and Sophia walked past me, entering the house. Aiden, Dink, and I hurried after her. The whole house was made of white stone and parts of the building didn’t have a roof. We passed by an area that had two steps down and was a big square. It had couches that were low to the ground, lots of cushions, and tables with grapes and metal pitchers.

Hallways branched off after the area with the couches and we tried finding someone to talk to. There was a cool breeze that ran through the building that smelled like fresh flowers. We’d see pretty orange and bluebirds flying here and there, but no people. The only sounds were the twittering of the birds, our footsteps, and Dink’s nails on the stone floor.

The hallways were lined with big wooden doors that looked thick and strong. Something about the doors felt right, as if they belonged and were there for us.

“Hello!” I tried calling out again and again, but we never heard a response.

Sophia ran her hands along the doors as we walked. “We should open one.”

Her twin answered. “No. Not yet. What if it’s someone’s room? Let’s keep looking for a while.”

We were in the middle of another hallway when Aiden stopped. “Hey, have you noticed that there’s writing near the handles on the doors? And the writing is different on each one?”

Moving towards him, we looked at what he was pointing to when we heard a voice behind us.

“What an observant lad you are. I did notice, but it took me a bit longer than you.”

He had an English accent, and his voice was thick and oily. As I turned, I noticed the damp and moldy smell. Tall and thin, he had on old-timey clothes, a tall hat, and had thick sideburns that bracketed his small dark eyes.

Raising his eyebrows, he sort of bowed a bit as he looked at me. “Hello, poppet. What’s your name?”

This man was wrong somehow. He didn’t belong in the house. I backed up towards the wall and the door.

“Oh, come now. I’ve been waiting so very long for someone new. So very, very long.” He stuck out his hand. “People call me Jack. Who are you, lambs?”

Dink moved in front of me and started that low, deep rumbling again.

“What a lovely pup. Maybe he’d like to play with some of my toys.”

There was something in his cruel voice that sounded like frustration and excitement, as if Dink was a puzzle to figure out or something to get past. As he turned slightly and backed away from Dink, his coat opened. The inside seemed lined with shiny, sharp metal things in small pockets. His long, thin hand reached into his coat.

“Maybe you children need a lesson in manners from old Jack.”
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I felt Aiden or Sophia yank on the neck of my shirt, and I was pulled backward, past the door one of them must have opened. There was an angry barking, and Dink jumped past me. The door swung shut on the man and I turned around.

It was hot, and we were on a dirt path at the bottom of a big hill. There were palm trees in the distance, a huge boulder against the bottom of the hill, and footprints all around the boulder. Looking back, the door was gone.

Sophia spun around slowly. “Where the heck are we?”

“One of those dreams the signpost talked about? I don’t know. It’s…”

Looking up, I saw sky instead of a ceiling. My stomach dropped, and I felt almost nauseous. It wasn’t like we stepped through the back door to the building. Nothing matched the front or the road, not the heat, not the plants, and not the hill.

I put my hands on my knees and took three deep breaths, letting them go slowly. When my head stopped spinning, I looked around again. The door we came through was gone. Where could we go? What would we do? And most importantly, how were we to get home? I couldn’t feel that same link to the waking world that I could normally just reach out and find my way back to.

Sophia repeated herself. “Where are we?”

I took another deep breath. “Maybe one of those popular dreams? I don’t know. Think we should head towards the trees? That’s where the footsteps go. Maybe there’s a town that way?”

Aiden was looking in the direction away from the trees. “Are those camels?”

It looked like they were, but they were far away and heading even further.

“Yeah, I guess. So, to the trees?”

He continued. “No, wait. This seems familiar, like from a book or something. Hold on a second, let me think.”

We waited, and he finally walked up to the boulder and put his hands on it. He pushed for a second and then looked at its edges, where it sat against the hill.

Sophia shook her head. “Come on, let’s get going.”

He held up his hand. “Hold on.”

There was a muffled cry from behind the boulder. Listening closely, we heard it again. I thought I made out the word ‘help’.

Aiden stepped back. “Open Sesame!”

We heard groaning and scraping, and the boulder slowly started to move. It shifted and slid, and a space opened. As the sunlight filled the area, we saw piles of glinting gold sitting on packed earth. There was a man about Dad’s age sitting with his back to the wall and in front of the gold.

He put his hand up to his eyebrows to block the light. “Hello?”

I wasn’t sure if I should go in or not. “Um, hi. I’m Cynthia. This is Aiden and Sophia. Oh, and Dink.”

“Hello. Do you happen to have any water? I am—”

Aiden interrupted him. “Ali Baba.”

“Yes. Have we met?”

It took Aiden a moment to reply. “No, but I’ve read about you.”

“About me? I believe you must be mistaken. I’m a woodcutter. No one of importance.”

“No, I… It doesn’t matter. Why didn’t you use the magic phrase and leave?”

“Magic phrase? I do not know what this thing is. I followed the thieves and snuck in and when they left, the great rock slid closed behind them.”

“So, in the story, you probably heard them use the phrase to open it when they returned.”

Ali sounded confused. “The story?”

Aiden shook his head. “Don’t worry about it. Grab what you can and let’s get out of here.”

Dink walked around the cave sniffing everything as Ali loaded a sack with gold and gems. Sophia seemed stunned and walked around, staring with wide eyes. When Ali was done, we left the cave.

“Close sesame!” When Aiden spoke, the boulder again began shifting and sliding, eventually closing across the cave entrance.

Ali looked to us and nodded at Aiden. “Thank you, young seydi. Many blessings be upon you. You are wise and powerful.”

Sophia snorted.

Aiden ignored her as he replied. “Uh, yeah, no big deal. Listen, they’re going to figure out it was you and will try to kill you. Trust your maid. Don’t trust your sister-in-law. At all. Be super careful with the gold. Spend it slowly and don’t let anyone know you have it.”

“I shall abide by your wisdom. How can I repay your kindness?”

“Well, we need to find a way out of here. Maybe a boat or… I don’t know. There’s no planes or cars. I guess just a ship or something.”

“Ah, then you must follow the road to the city. It borders the great sea. We will part here as I will head back to my wife and son in our town. Head round the hill and follow the road.”

After bowing to the three of us, he headed off, and we walked around the hill. There was a city in the distance with minarets painted in pale blues, displayed against the fading orange of the low-hanging sun. It bordered on the water, and I could make out ships docked, one after the other. We were too far away to clearly see the people and camels waiting to enter the city gates, but there had to be close to a hundred of them in line.

I turned to my friend. “Aiden, what was that about a maid and his sister-in-law?”

“It’s actually sort of gross. The thieves will try to kill him, and the maid saves his life. His sister-in-law starts it off by figuring out that he has the money.”

I thought for a moment. “I’ve heard of ‘open sesame’, but what story?”

He looked at me and then around at the hill, palm trees, and camels in the distance.

“We’re in 1001 Arabian Nights.”

“I think William has a book about that. Are you saying we’re in the book?”

“I don’t know. I think we’re in a dream about the stories.”

“And—”

There was a muffled cry from inside the hill. “Help!”

The three of us turned to see another boulder.

Sophia sighed before speaking. “Oh, c’mon. We just went through this. What sort of crazy dream is this?”

Aiden just shook his head. “No, I don’t think so. There were tons of stories and a lot of them were similar to each other. Hold on.”

He moved closer to the hill. “Open sesame!”

The boulder, like its twin on the other side of the hill, began to shift and slide as it rolled slowly over, revealing another cave. A boy came running out, stopped when he saw us, and began coughing. He was filthy and dressed in a brown vest and baggy grey pants, and carried a lamp.

“Do… Do you have any water?”

I shook my head. “No, sorry. Are you okay?”

“Just thirsty. So dry. There is a well for caravans not too far. You are clearly powerful wizards. May I ask your names?”

Aiden cleared his throat. “Allow me. I’m Aiden. This is my sister Sophia, and our friend Cynthia. And you are Aladdin.”

“I am indeed, young wizard.”

“Why were you waiting in the cave?”

“I had no choice. My uncle abandoned me in there when I wouldn’t pass out the lamp until he helped me escape.”

“I see. You would have figured it out soon. I’ll make you a deal, Aladdin. If you give us your ring, I’ll tell you about your uncle, why he double-crossed you, and how you can protect yourself. Deal?”

The dirty teen tilted his head and smiled. The grin changed how I saw him. While he was filthy, his teeth were white, and I realized that he was handsome.

“Why would I not accept this offer from a wizard who moves boulders with ease?”

He took off his ring and gave it to Aiden, who tossed it to me before speaking.

“Okay, that guy wasn’t your uncle, and he’s not a merchant. He’s a magician and an advisor to the sultan. He has plans for the princess. That lamp? Super powerful. More powerful than the ring. You would have figured out how to use the ring if we didn’t stop by and your mom would have accidentally gotten the lamp working. You need to rub it and a djinni will pop out. I’m not sure how, exactly, but if you practice, you’ll get it.”

“Ah, this is a wizard’s jest! You are having fun with me.”

“Nope. The ring protects the person wearing it but also summons a less powerful djinni. That’s why I wanted it. I figure Cynthia has the best chance of getting it working because she’s… Well, it’s complicated, but she’s different.”

“The princess used to come to the market with food for the children. She even gave me a loaf of bread with her own hands. If she is in danger, we must help!”

I looked at the water and ships. They might be our only way home. Could they sail all the way to our house in the dream version of Long Island? I had no idea, but it was worth a shot. I couldn’t believe that we were standing here having a conversation with Aladdin. It seemed so weird, but so were pookahs and an intelligent giant who wanted to hurt William.

“Okay, Aladdin. We’ll help. Practice rubbing the lamp on the way to the city. This guy wouldn’t hurt your mom, right?”

“What? This would be unbearable! Would he do such a thing?”

Aiden looked at me and rolled his eyes. “No, I think she’ll be fine. On the other hand, there’s no reason to wait here and find out later.”

We headed towards the city and Aladdin tried rubbing the lamp the whole way. When we stopped at the well, he rubbed up and down. When we waited in line to get into the city, he rubbed back and forth.

“Cynthia, watch what he does. I think it’ll work the same with the ring.”

I nodded and kept an eye on Aladdin. Dink seemed to like him, and that was good enough for me. Sophia spent most of her time either looking around at everything or staring at the ring.

She turned to her brother while we stood behind some men on camels. “You know, I could have used the ring. I’m good with rings.”

“What? How on Earth are you good with rings? And we know Cynthia has this weird dream stuff.”

“Well, we’re not on Earth, are we? And I could have used it.”

“Whatever.”

When we got to the gate, a large man with a big sword looked at us. “Merchants?”

Aladdin looked at him. “Citizens. Come now, Jabril. You know me. These are my cousins, visiting from the Orient.”

He looked us over and nodded. Aladdin led us into the city. There was a constant murmuring of conversations, and people were everywhere buying and selling all manner of goods. It felt like Manhattan, with the crowds and voices. We heard the calls of merchants luring people to their stalls.

“Let us go to my home and check on my mother. We can plan there.”

After walking a few blocks, Sophia thrust a stick at me that had meat and zucchini on it. She gave one to everyone else. Aiden looked at her and then to the vendors lining the streets.

“Where did you get these?”

“I bought them.”

“What? They take dollars here?”

“Look, you don’t want it, don’t eat it. Give it to Aladdin.”

“But—”

“Eat it or don’t. Doesn’t matter to me. I bought them. Let’s keep going.”

No one was chasing us, so I assumed she did buy them.

There were shades of white, blues, and oranges everywhere. The aromas of spices, smoked meats, and perfumes tickled our noses and the non-stop bartering around us delighted our ears, but the heat was overwhelming and dirt was everywhere. My clothes were sticking to me and I’d be damp with sweat if the sun wasn’t baking us.

I needed a shower.

We finally got to Aladdin’s home, but it was tiny and the entrance was in an alley. He and his mom shared a building with a lot of other people, but their section was separated by hanging sheets or other cloth. She was a thin woman with hair as dark as a night without stars.

They were clearly poor, but she greeted us politely and gently and offered us water that tasted faintly like lemons. We drank and drank until I realized that she must have walked for blocks to get this water from a well. We sat on the cushions they had on the floor and noticed that she wasn’t drinking.

She’d put out a bowl of water for Dink and while Aladdin told his mother what had happened to him and how the man who claimed to be his uncle was actually a magician, I poured what was left of my lemon water into his bowl. Sophia saw me and did the same.

It was darker than what I was used to in their home, but also much cooler than the streets. We could hear their neighbors and smell someone cooking. As Aladdin spoke, I could see his mother getting angrier and angrier.

“I can get us more food.” Sophia had whispered, and I didn’t even notice that she had leaned closer to me.

“What?”

“I mean, they’re not real, they’re dream-people, but I feel bad. Can I take Dink?”

“No, we need to stick together. All of this is crazy. We have no idea what can happen.”

“There’s a guy at the end of the alley. He has fruit and rice and meat. I’m going. Can I take Dink?”

“Sophia, just wait! I…” She stood up and started walking. I couldn’t stand her sometimes. “Fine, take Dink.”

He got up and followed her out, as if he knew what we were talking about. Everything about this place was weird. Aiden seemed to know what to expect. Sophia wasn’t worried about anything, Dink was much bigger and smarter than he normally was, and I was lost.

I had no idea what to call Aladdin’s mom. She kept looking over at us, especially Aiden. She seemed skeptical of Aladdin’s story, which wasn’t unexpected. It was pretty crazy. Looking at us again, she put her hand on her son’s shoulder.

“We do not have much but we would be honored if you could stay the night. You have done much to help my small family, and I would be grateful to have you here.”

“I… Uh, okay. Thanks.” I knew that time in dreams didn’t work like normal, but I had no idea how long a night here would be in the real world.

She was pulling more pillows from a large wicker basket when Sophia returned with an armful of food in a sack. As she pulled the stuff out, it was wrapped in big leaves and wooden bowls.

“How did you pay for all this?”

“You and Aiden, all the time with your ‘How did you pay for this, Sophia’. I bought it, all legit. Don’t want it, don’t eat it. Sheesh.”

Dink was with her, and she seemed safe, so I dropped it.

Aladdin went to get more water and the rest of us helped his mother set up the food. After we ate, Aladdin began telling us crazy stories about discovered brass cities with statues that turned out to be dead people and women who married a king one day and were killed the next. There was something wrong with him. I thought he was really gruesome until Aiden whispered that the stories were all from 1001 Nights.

Sophia began telling stories as well. She’d make some up and then mix in some old ones, like “The Frog Prince”. Aiden just shook his head.

“You sound like Dad.”

Sophia stared hard at him. “So what?”

He shrugged. “Nothing.”

“Then shut up.”

Aiden sadly shook his head again.

Aladdin’s mom eventually put out the candles, and we went to sleep. It seemed odd to be sleeping inside a dream, but it felt normal. Dink was next to me, and I kept my arm around him.

“GREETINGS, AL-RAISI!”

The booming voice woke me, and I felt the building shake. A giant man with golden skin and smoke for legs floated in the room and looked down at Aladdin, who had the lamp in his hands.

His mouth was open, staring at the golden man. Turning to look at us, he tried to speak but couldn’t. He tried again and finally managed to find his words.

“I… I figured it out.”

“Yeah, I guess you did.”

Dink stood between me and the golden man, who I assumed was a djinni. Sophia and Aiden scooted back against the wall and Aladdin’s mother came running in. The djinni was smiling widely.

“HOW MAY I SERVE YOU?”

Aladdin looked at him and seemed as nervous as I was. “Can you maybe talk a little quieter?”

“Yes, Al-Raisi. How may I serve you?”

“Can you help us save the princess?”

“If you can identify her for me, then yes, Al-Raisi.”

Aladdin turned to his mom. “We need to go, Mother.” He leapt to his feet and kissed her cheek.

Aiden stood up. “Wait! If we go running down the street with the djinni like that, people are going to freak out.”

“Very wise, friend Aiden. Genie, can you return to the lamp?”

“With ease, Al-Raisi!”

He turned into smoke and flowed back into the lamp.

There was excitement in Aladdin’s eyes and a smile on his face as he looked at us. “Come, my friends, the princess awaits!”

I was hoping that after we helped Aladdin, he could ask the genie to wish us home.

It didn’t take us long to get to the palace. The sun was rising in the distance and the sky was full of blues and burnt oranges. When we got to the gates, Aladdin pulled out the lamp. I noticed Sophia watching him carefully as he rubbed the bottom and the stem. The smoke came flowing out and turned into the djinni.

“Can you remove the gates?”

“Of course, Al-Raisi!”

Growing in size, the djinni put his huge hands against the wood and pushed. The gates exploded inwards, and guards were thrown back against the palace wall. They lay unmoving as more guards came running towards us.

“Welcome home, nephew. A bit late, but always welcome when you bring gifts.”

The voice came from above us. We looked up to see a tall, fat man wearing silk pants and a shirt and a scarf around his head. He had a beautiful girl with him who I guessed was the princess. Letting go of his arm, he gestured like a conductor in front of an orchestra and a giant snake appeared in the air. It flew down and attacked the djinni.

Aladdin turned to us. “Follow me!”

We ran towards the building, and I kept an eye on the magician as we went. He held his left hand with his right and I saw a glint of gold turn silver. He seemed to be wearing a ring, and it shot forth a bolt of lightning that just missed Aladdin. Another followed that hit Sophia and she fell to the ground.

She grimaced and held her thigh. “Hey, what did I do?”

Her pants leg was ripped and was smoking. Another bolt came down and hit me, but the ring I was wearing glowed, and the bolt fizzled out.

Aiden put himself between the magician and his sister and helped Sophia up.

There were guards all over the place. Aladdin looked around and turned to us. “Just keep going up. Get to the roof!”

He distracted the guards and jumped on top of a stack of barrels. He leapt from one to another, just avoiding their grasping hands as we ran up the stairs. Aladdin grabbed hold of a super long carpet that hung from a wall and started scampering up. Any time a guard came near us, Dink attacked him, pushing him off the stairs.

We ran as fast as we could and whenever we passed something small, Sophia grabbed it and threw it at the guards trying to catch Aladdin. I noticed that she was limping and gritting her teeth. Finally, we made it to a doorway at the top of five flights of stairs. Turning around, I saw Aladdin hanging from a big metal candle chandelier. He unhooked one of the chains that held it in place, hung on, and swung on it towards us. Letting go, he tumbled almost into Aiden. He was breathing hard and nodded towards the door.

“Let us go, my friends!”

Aiden reached for the handle, but I put my hand on his shoulder. “Wait! What happens next?”

He looked back at me and shrugged. “Beats me. This stopped being how the story went as soon as we hooked up with Aladdin.”

Well, that was great. If we knew what was coming up, we could try to avoid anyone getting hurt. I sighed. “Okay, let’s go.”

Twisting the metal hoop that acted as a handle, Aiden pushed the door open. A bolt of lightning slammed into his chest and threw him back. It seemed much more powerful than the one that hit Sophia, but he was moving. My heart lurched, and a scream died in my throat.

He was going to be okay. He was going to be okay. If I kept thinking it, it would be true. He was going to be okay.

Aladdin tumbled through the doorway, and I followed. Dink ran past me. The man was on the far side of the roof and the princess was a few paces away. Her hair was black as coal and her eyes glinted like emeralds.

“We are here to rescue you, Princess!” Aladdin was as dramatic as Sophia.

“You… You’re the urchin boy!”

“Yes, and we will—”

I was scared and getting angry. “Can the two of you shut up?”

The magician looked at me, an arched eyebrow over a pronounced nose and waxed mustache. “You are not from here, are you? You are an outsider, one from the other realm.”

A shiver went down my spine. “What?”

“Oh, yes. I know about your type. I’ve heard many stories. You come to toy with us as if we were your playthings. Well, girl, sometimes toys can fight back.”

He grabbed the hand that had the ring and it glowed so brightly that I had to look away. A bolt of lightning arced through the air, crackling and almost screaming, and slammed into me. The ring I wore that Aiden had bargained for with Aladdin grew hot on my finger. There was a thudding pain, and I was pushed to the ground, but there was no burning or searing.

“I’ll take my ring back from your corpse and then the lamp. None shall stand in my way, and I shall rule the city!”

Dink howled and ran towards him. Aladdin called the princess. I struggled to my feet.

Three bolts hit Dink, and he fell, tumbled backward and his fur was smoking. “No!”

I ran towards the magician and passed the princess, who was running towards Aladdin. The magician sneered at me. “Yes!”

He again grabbed his hand. The ring began to glow as bright as the sun as he laughed. I knew this was going to be more powerful than the other blasts, but I couldn’t let him hit Dink again. Twisting his fingers on the ring, he pointed it at me and…

… was hit in the head by a flying clay pot. He staggered back, and I turned to see Sophia with another in her hands that she was about to throw. The magician shook his head and lifted his hand again. Dink ran forward, bit his leg, and yanked. The magician fell to one knee, but the ring grew brighter.

Aladdin streaked past me and kicked the magician in the chest with both his feet. They went tumbling off the roof. The magician screamed a word I didn’t recognize, and the snake flew up over the roof and raced his way. The djinni followed, grabbed it, and slammed the snake down. The entire building shuddered.

Dink, Sophia, and I ran to the edge and looked down. The body of the magician was crumpled on the ground five floors below us.

“A… A little help here?”

Looking to our left, we saw Aladdin hanging onto the edge of the roof. We laughed and cried out at seeing our friend alive. After hauling him back up, we hugged and went back to the doorway. Aiden was sitting against a wall, the princess gently pressing against his chest with a wet cloth.

She turned to us. “The vizier, is he…”

Aladdin spoke up. “The magician is dead.”

She got up and ran to him. He held her tightly. Aiden was able to walk, and we wanted to give them some privacy, so we headed down to the courtyard and the body. Sophia kicked it.

“That’s for Aiden! Hey, where’s the djinni?”

When her brother turned to look, she grabbed the ring off the magician’s finger. Did she think she could use his stuff? Dink came up and leaned against my hip. He winced when I touched him, but didn’t seem too badly hurt, which was weird. He’d been hit three times. There was definitely something going on with Dink.

We were wondering how long to wait for Aladdin when we noticed a bunch of men enter the courtyard.

“Well, well, well. Looks like we found them that took our gold!”

Hand on his chest, Aiden sighed and shook his head. “Let me guess. You’re thieves and there’s forty of you. Sophia, did you pay for that stuff with gold from the cave?”

She looked from her brother to the rough-looking men and back again. “Um, maybe we should run?”

We did. Darting through the blasted-open huge wooden doors, we ran down city blocks at random. The men were right behind us. We dove under carts and jumped over tables, and they were always right there. Out of breath and slowing down, we made it as far as the docks and had nowhere else to run.

Mouth open, one of the men ran his tongue over his few remaining teeth before speaking. “A merry chase, but your back is to the water. Where is our gold?”

Sophia turned to us. “Aiden’s a horrible swimmer.”

“Then give them the gold!”

“I spent it.”

“All of it?”

She just shrugged.

The man spat some black phlegm on the dock. “Well, it looks like we’ll be selling you at the market. Working the mines, you’ll be.”

We heard a voice from behind us. “Children! Hurry aboard.”

We looked back at a big ship and the man at the edge of the dock. Aiden turned to me. “We don’t have much of a choice.”

The thieves tried to follow us, but the man from the ship whistled and it seemed like his crew appeared out of nowhere with daggers and clubs. With muttered cursing, the thieves backed off. We climbed aboard the ship and the man began pointing things out with pride. This artisan made the prow, and this seamstress made the sails and so-and-so made this other thing.

“Ah, enough of my prattling. Tell me your names.”

“Um, I’m Cynthia, this is Aiden, Sophia, and Dink. Thanks for helping, Mr…”

“Sinbad, and this shall be my most glorious adventure. The eighth voyage of Sinbad as he sails to the mystical lands of Montauk!”

“How… how do you know where we live?”

He winked. “Some of us know more than others.”

That was the last he would speak of it and soon gave orders to his sailors, and we were on our way.

Aiden sat down heavily. “Well, this is just great.”

“What’s the matter?”

“Sinbad’s the worst sailor around. Every one of his voyages has him shipwrecked.”

“Seriously?”

He nodded. “Seriously.”

Sinbad must have learned something on his previous seven voyages, as this one was without incident. It took us forever, but we finally were able to spot the dream version of my backyard and Dad’s boats.

“I don’t know how to thank you. You really saved us.”

“You and your friends saved me. One final voyage to remember in my old age.”

“Well, thanks.” As we moved closer and closer to the shore, I asked the question that I was afraid to bring up. “Do you know anything about the giant?”

“The giant, child or a giant?”

“I guess The Giant. Really smart and scary?”

“I have heard rumors. Avoid him at all costs. He is relentless, powerful, and not easily befuddled.”

That wasn’t much help, but I thanked him. Sinbad had smaller boats that brought us to Dad’s dock. We waved as they sailed back and eventually moved over the horizon. My eyes had been on the ship, and I should have been paying attention.

Dink began howling, and I looked to Sophia and Aiden. They were staring and when I turned, I saw what they had them so astonished.

The dream version of my home had been attacked. Entire sections had been bashed in. I could see directly into my bedroom from where we were. We ran off the dock. Checking the ground, I saw huge footprints and a furrowing in the dug-up grass. The Giant had been here while we were gone and had dragged his club beside him.

William!

I wasn’t sure how to get all of us out of the dream, but I called Dink to me and made sure that I was holding the three of them as I tried to remember how I’d pulled William out last time. It took me a minute to figure it out, but with a wrenching, I pulled us back into the living room and out of the dream. Knocking over the bowl of popcorn Mom made for us, I tore off my blanket and ran upstairs.

Dink must have been faster than I was. He was lying on William’s bed licking my brother’s face.

“Offa me, Dink!”

William scooted back against his headboard and sat up. When he turned to look at me, I could see the blood under his nose and on his chin. I glanced down and saw more on his pillow. Dink shuffled up and licked him again.

“Can you get some tissues?”

I nodded, but didn’t move. “What… What happened?”

“Got a bloody nose in my sleep. I think I was dreaming. You know how they fade away quickly? Someone was coming after me. Something? Anyway, I probably thrashed around and hit myself or… I don’t know. Forget the tissues.”

He got up and went to the bathroom and I followed. He washed his face, went back to his room, and changed tee-shirts.

“Was there… Was there a giant?”

“A giant? Yeah, maybe. Or a monster or something. Weird.”

I jumped when Sophia started speaking. “With a big club and an ugly butt-face?”

“Uh, yeah, I guess. Cyn, can you maybe keep your friends downstairs?”

Waving my hand at her, I shooed Sophia away. “Sure, sorry.”

Stepping closer, I hugged my brother.

“It’s okay. Just, you know, I don’t want them messing with my stuff. Don’t worry about it. Why are you shaking?”

I shook my head. “I’m okay. Sorry about your nose.”

Aiden and Sophia were whispering when I got back to where we were sleeping, surrounded by the blankets, pillows, popcorn, and drinks. They stopped talking as soon as I walked in.

“You guys all right?”

Sophia smiled. “Good. Look!” She showed me her leg that had been burnt. “Nothing! Show her, Aiden.”

He lifted the top of his PJ’s and the burn was gone.

Aiden looked a little scared, and a lot confused. “Why didn’t they take us to a doctor or something?”

“Who?”

“Your parents. Anybody. They just left us here for… How many days? Three? No, it was like a week.”

“I… Aiden, it’s not even morning yet. It’s the same night.” I glanced at the light coming through the shades. “Well, maybe morning.”

“What? No, that’s crazy.”

We heard the back door open, and Buttercup came running into the room, pushing her large head under Sophia’s hand until she started scratching the dog’s ear. Dad followed Buttercup. He was all sweaty from his morning run.

“Morning. You kids are up early. Ready for some breakfast?”

Aiden turned from me to Dad. “Mr. Corrigan, what’s today?”

“Pancakes day? We’ve got some fresh blueberries and chocolate chips from Belgium. How about we make a little station, and you add what you’d like to your own? I may have some bananas and strawberries if anyone wants them.”

“No, like day of the week. How long have we been here?”

Dad mock-frowned, like Aiden was teasing him. “It’s Thursday, Rip Van Winkle. You’ve been here for about fourteen hours. What day should it be?”

“I… No, Thursday. Sorry.”

“Okay, Thursday it is. I’m going to start on the batter. Go wash up, give me five or ten minutes and you can help with other ingredients. And guess what else we’ll have? Apple-smoked bacon! Cynthia and I cured it ourselves.”

They weren’t impressed. Even in the middle of all this craziness, I still found it weird when people weren’t interested in food or cooking. You eat at least three times a day! How can you not be interested in what you’re eating?

They grabbed their toothbrushes and clothes to change into, and I walked them to the bathroom, whispering the whole way.

“You sure you’re okay?”

Sophia bumped my shoulder with hers. “Yeah. How’s William?”

“Okay, I think.”

“Good. What happened to your ring?”

“Whaddya mean?”

“It didn’t come with you. Will you have it when you go back to the dream world?”

“That’s… I don’t know.”

She was probably worried about the magician’s ring she’d slipped into her pocket when she thought we weren’t watching.

“We need to go back, you know.”

“What? No, you can’t go back. The two of you are staying here.”

“We have to. You need us. The giant came to your house and William woke up bleeding! What’s next? He wakes up dead?”

Aiden laughed. “How can he wake up dead?”

I’d had enough. “Shut up! No one is dying!”

Sophia stood close. “Then we need to go back. We need to see what we can find out about the giant.”

“I’ll think about it. Use the bathroom. Aiden can go next. I’ll use the one upstairs.”

We had breakfast, and I tried to explain to Sophia that she shouldn’t put chocolate chips and sliced bananas and blueberries and strawberries and bacon in her pancake. It turned into a pile of undercooked mush, but she plopped some whipped cream on it and ate it with a spoon. Sophia ate and made up crazy stories like a kid, but wasn’t afraid of anything.

We were halfway done with our breakfast when William came down.

“Leave any for me?”

I tried not to smile at Sophia as she almost jumped from her chair.

“I can make you one! You need to be careful about how much you put into each pancake. I’ll get it.”

She had a crush on William, and it was pretty obvious.

“Uh, it’s okay. I got it. Thanks.”

He kept slipping pieces of bacon to Dink while he waited to flip the pancakes. When William opened the refrigerator, Dad called out to him.

“Use a glass.”

William had the orange juice carton in his hand and pretended to drink from it. Sophia laughed like it was the funniest thing in the world.

We spent the day swimming and hanging out by the dock. Dad took William out on the boat, and Dink, as usual, stayed by his side. Mom brought us some tuna sandwiches, water, and chips in the afternoon. Mom isn’t a bad cook, it’s just that she… Okay, she’s a bad cook. Dad and I do most of the cooking. It’s hard to mess up tuna from a can, though. A little mayo, maybe some apple cider vinegar and relish, and you’re done.

Sophia collected the paper plates. “Thanks, Mrs. Corrigan.” She looked at me and then back to Mom. “Would it be okay if we slept over again tonight?”

“Well, I’ll have to check with your mother. Do you know if she had plans for tonight or tomorrow?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Okay, I’ll give her a call.”

I was shaking my head at her, and Sophia smiled and shrugged.

Their mom agreed and dropped off some clothes. Sophia and I went inside, said hi to her mom, and went back out with towels.

Sophia looked around the backyard. “Where’s Aiden?”

“I don’t know. The shed?”

It was a pretty big building, and we kept stuff in there for the water, like goggles and flippers. We started walking over when Sophia stopped suddenly. She was staring at the water.

“AIDEN!”

She began running, and I followed. He was in the water out by the bigger boat, and he kept flailing his arms and going under.

I yelled as I ran. “Mom! Mom! Help!”

Sophia ran along the dock and jumped into the water. She was faster than I was, and she clearly knew how to swim better than Aiden. I dove off the dock, and we got to him as he went under again.

Aiden was grabbing at her and pulling, and she kept smacking him. “Stop! Calm down!”

I was doing a doggy paddle while helping him keep his head above water. Sophia and I pulled him over to the boat and grabbed onto the ladder. I climbed up first and she pushed him while I reached down and helped him scramble up. He lay on his back and coughed and coughed.

Rolling him to his side, I was sucking in air and trying to stop shaking when Sophia began hitting him again.

“You… You stupid idiot! You can’t do that. You can’t leave me. I can’t… I just can’t. Not you too!”

He coughed up a bunch of water and tried to block her punches and slaps. “Sorry.”

Aiden’s voice was rough and scratchy. Sophia stopped hitting him and sat there with tears falling down her cheeks.

Her voice was soft and sounded so afraid. “Not you too, Aiden. You can’t do that to me.”

“Sorry. Thought… Thought I’d be okay.”

I opened the compartment with the towels and life preservers and tossed each a towel. They were the big fluffy kind. He sat up and put one around Sophia. She pushed him away, but then scooted over next to him.

“Um, maybe I should go in and get our moms.”

Sophia nodded and then spoke again, still quietly. “We should call Dad.”

Aiden rolled his eyes. “Don’t. He doesn’t care. He’ll do what he always does, tell us some stupid story that he’ll swear by, laugh, and pretend everything is fine. He’ll say a mermaid grabbed me and was tickling my feet or that a gator was thinking about eating me but decided I was too skinny. Then he’ll hang up so he can spend more time with his girlfriend.”

“Yeah, okay, well, I’m going to get our moms.”

I did, and they flipped out. Mrs. Lessing said that Aiden was going to start swimming lessons the next day and Mom insisted we come inside. Aiden said he was fine, but they kept an eye on him for the rest of the afternoon.

William, Dad, and Dink got back, and Sophia told them what happened. For once, there was no crazy story involved. She still looked scared and hadn’t left his side all day. Mrs. Lessing stayed for dinner and then went home, leaving the twins for another night with us.

Dad and I made more popcorn and four different seasonings. We watched some Netflix before going to our makeshift beds. Dink again lay next to me, but I couldn’t fall asleep. Resting on the couch, I had my eyes closed as I listened to the twins snore lightly. My arm was reaching down, and my hand rested on Dink’s chest as he breathed in and out, in and out, in and…

A squirrel the size of a big dog was standing in front of our house. It was about to do something terrible. I had no idea what, exactly, but it was going to be bad. My bones ached with the wrongness of it. I yelled at him to get away and it came out as a bark. Turning, I saw Dink at my side. He was huge.

“Run, run Creature! Dink will crush you!”

He bounded off after the squirrel and I followed, running faster than I ever had before. My head was low to the ground and my tail…

Tail? I stopped suddenly and watched Dink as he continued. The squirrel turned and ran away.

I was in Dink’s dream. He continued to bark and chase until the squirrel was over the horizon and gone. Dink came running back towards the house, his tail wagging. He lay down on the porch of our dream-home and kept watching for threats. He eventually snuffled, stopped, and turned his head, looked directly at me, and barked lightly.

Could he see me? How could Dink see me while in his dream, when no one else could?

He barked again.

“Dink?”

He barked.

“Can you…”

I heard a distant yell and felt the ground shake. Dink looked around. The yelling came again and I couldn’t hear the words, but I felt their importance somehow. Anger, fear, and a need to protect. There was a loud grunting and somehow, I suddenly reached for William and was pulled to another version of our home, this time in the backyard.

There was pressure inside of me, almost like I needed to burp, and then it was gone. Aiden and Sophia appeared at my side.

“Hey, you’re wearing the ring!”

I looked down and saw that I was. It bothered me that I couldn’t control who I pulled into the dreams with me, but they didn’t seem upset. Why did they keep appearing? Was I reaching for them without realizing it? Did my fear for William push me to grab whatever allies I could?

Pookahs appeared in our backyard and were making those gestures again. I could see the giant in the distance. William was there, but he looked weird this time. He was dressed like a samurai guy and was big, almost as big as Dad.

He pulled at a sword and screamed at the giant. “Come on!”

The house wasn’t as damaged as it was last night and William stood in front of the area that had been whacked, as if he wanted to protect the house.

A pookah fell over and turned towards me, holding its head. I saw Aiden pick up a rock and throw it at the creature. It fell over again and disappeared.

He yelled at me. “Do the reverse thing again!”

“I… We need to get out of here.”

Sophia smiled, but it wasn’t pretty. She looked almost… dangerous. “No. Do the reverse thing. We’ll keep them busy.”

She twisted the ring, made the same gesture the wizard did… and pointed at one of the pookahs. Nothing happened.

“Oh, for crying out loud!”

Trying again, the ring turned silver, but that was it. She tried a third time, and a small spark flew out and fell to the ground. Sophia got a serious look on her face, squinted her eyes, and tried again. A bolt of lightning flew out and hit a pookah who disappeared.

She started laughing, and I began making gestures that were the opposite of those made by the pookahs. They grew agitated and made weird clucking noises. As they disappeared and I continued, the giant slowed. Eventually, the backyard was free of pookahs. The giant stopped and stared at us. I stopped as well and stared back at him.

“I ssseee you, girl! You won’t sssstop me for lonnngg! I grow ssstronnnggger. Ssssoon you shallll be a ssssmudge on my club! I shallll have the boy and sssteal hisss time.”

Shivers crawled down my back. How could the Giant see me? He seemed to be concentrating and took another step forward. I saw a fireball arch over my shoulder towards him.

Sophia yelled out. “Shut up, you ugly… I don’t know. Just ugly. You’re a big pile of ugly!”

He swatted away the bolt of lightning and I began doing the reverse movements again. When I did, he stopped and grunted. Stooping, he seemed to gather his strength and move forward again. I continued the movements again and again and again. Eventually, he stopped moving forward and banged his club on the ground. I could feel the earth shake under my sneakers.

He stared at William for a moment and then turned and walked away, pushing trees aside as he went.

I wiped some sweat from my forehead. “He’s getting stronger. So much stronger. I could feel it in my arms somehow. It’s like they grew heavy and stiff as he pushed forward.”

“So, we need to go back and talk to someone. Ask questions. Find out what we can do.”

“Who? The magician is dead.”

“But… Maybe he’s back? Wouldn’t the dream make the magician alive again? I think it probably… resets. Like a video game. Every time someone enters the dream, they experience all of it, and that would include the magician, right? And he seemed to know about you.”

“I have no idea, but what if he’s still there? He wasn’t exactly friendly.”

“Yeah, but Sinbad can get us out of there.”

“I… I guess.”

“C’mon, do you want this thing to stomp William?”

I sighed. “No.”

“Do you have any better ideas?”

“No.”

“So, let’s go!”

I shook my head and paused for a second. “Okay, but you have to stay close. Grab my hands.”

They did, and I moved back into Dink’s dream the same way I’d move into Mom or Dad’s. I thought about him, felt him, and sort of pulled myself there. He was on the porch and came running over to us. He had the type of bones Dad brought home from the butcher everywhere. I knelt and hugged him, kissed his head, and stood back up.

“Okay, Dink. We’re going to get help for William.”

He barked, and we walked off to the horizon, where we knew we’d eventually see the road.

There were times when Dink would stop, tilt his head, and growl and we would just wait. Eventually, he began walking again and so would we. The road was just as it was the previous night and we walked for what might have been hours or minutes before finally coming across the signpost.

Aiden patted the post as we walked past. “Hello… I don’t know your name. Mr. Post?”

It was silent.

Sophia pulled a jar from her pocket and left it on the ground. “Some wood varnish. Thanks for talking to us yesterday.”

Did she… “Hey, did you take that from my house?”

“Yup.”

“Well… Okay, I guess.”

It was silent.

Sophia shifted from one foot to the other. “C’mon, let’s go!”

Aiden didn’t move. “Why are we going back to the house? I mean, I know why, but why there? What about all the other places from the signpost?”

I hadn’t thought about that. “I don’t know. Like what?”

“Let’s just choose one. I mean, we know that Jack guy is in the house, right? Maybe we can find someplace to get answers that’s… nicer?”

“Well, we don’t know anything about anything, so sure, I guess. Choose one.”

He looked over the signpost and chose. He patted that particular sign. “Um, Mr. Signpost, is this a good place?”

We waited a moment, but nothing happened. As we began to head towards The Dell of the Northern Zephyr, we heard a sad whisper.

“Be careful, children.”

I quickly turned back, but the signpost refused to move or speak again.

It was again difficult to judge how far we had walked or how much time had gone by, but the path we were on seemed to shift its borders every once in a while. First, it would be lined with flowers, then sand, then brick and so on. There were a few times when Dink got in front of us, stopped, sniffed, and growled. Again, we waited for him to continue, and we followed.

Eventually, I felt a cool breeze sweep over us. Its presence made me realize that there was no real weather in Dream. This was the first wind we’d felt and there had been no rain, no snow, and it wasn’t muggy or dry. Actually, it was sort of boring. It felt like the mall where it wasn’t hot or cold and everything was the same.

“Is that a lake?” Aiden was leaning forward and looking to the distance.

“Maybe. Or a blue field.”

We kept going. The breeze picked up, but was still comfortable. The air held the smell of salt, but I didn’t see any seagulls or other birds. As we grew closer, we could see that it was water. Some stairs led down to the beach and then there was another two hundred feet to the water. The waves kept rolling out long pinkish blobs onto the sand. We were too far away to be sure, but they looked like they were five or six feet long and shifted, raised up, and lowered down as if they emulated the waves.

Aiden looked around. “Is this it? The Dell? What is a dell, anyway?”

Sophia started going down the steps. “An English singer. Let’s go.”

“It’s supposed to be a valley or something with trees. Hey!” He reached out to grab her, but she sped up. “No, wait, let’s… Slow down, Sophia!”

She ignored him and we had to hurry to catch up to her. Dink didn’t seem concerned, so I was careful, but okay with it. We were about fifty feet from the blobs when Sophia shrieked.

“They’re… They’re people!”

She was right. They were pink, naked people. Those closest to the water were pink and almost see-through. The ones that were the furthest up on shore were less pink and more of a solid looking. They seemed to be trying to get to their knees. Eventually one did, then struggled to his feet and began walking away.

A mass of slimy, wet, naked, pink people flopping around. It was absolutely disgusting. There were hundreds of them, with more coming out every minute. Scanning the beach, I could see others that got up and slowly walked away.

“What is this? Who are they?” I was in shock and could barely find the words to ask my questions.

“We are the archetypes that are washed ashore from the Sea of the Great Subconscious.”

Spinning around, I saw an older man with a beard and mustache. He wore grey slacks, a white button-down shirt with a bowtie, and a sweater with only the two bottom buttons closed.

Dink pushed past me and stood between me and the man.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you. You were quite absorbed by the spectacle. You are not from here, are you?”

Sophia looked him up and down. “Well, we’ve got clothes on, so no, we’re not from here.”

He smiled. “No, my dear, I mean…” He lifted his hands and waved them in all directions. “You’re not from here. The world.”

Frowning, she stepped forward. “No, we’re from the world. You’re from here.”

Still smiling, he tilted his head in her direction. “Of course. It’s all a matter of perspective.”

Reaching out, I petted Dink’s back. “Who are you?”

“You may call me Professor, or Doctor or Doc. I’ll answer to anything, really. I am the Learned Man. For some, I’m a shaman, for others a teacher, and others still, a scientist.” He gestured towards the bodies. “You see, my siblings and I are the Platonic Ideals, the Jungian Archetypes, if you prefer. We take the common roles that need filling. The Nurturer, the Rule Giver, the Trickster, we all come from the Dell and the ocean.”

Aiden seemed oddly frustrated. “But it’s not a dell. It’s just a beach.” The man ignored him.

I was quiet for a moment. “I have no idea what that means, with the siblings and stuff. Why do you have clothes and a beard, and they don’t?”

“Because I’m one of the oldest of our kind. We grow stronger and more… self-aware, the longer we exist. I’ve played countless roles, but always some variant of the Learned Man.”

Aiden had clearly been thinking about this. He spoke up. “You mean the major characters in dreams come from here? They’re just pushed out of the water with the seaweed and stuff?”

“That’s a rather unsophisticated and insulting way to put it, but basically correct. Your understanding lacks nuance, but it’s a start.”

“But how does that work? What’s in the water?”

“You. Everyone who has ever been. You are all the water.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I’m not surprised, my boy.”

There was a bellowing scream, and we turned to see a big naked man with long hair charging straight at us. Dink began running towards him when another man with short hair and muscles ran and tackled the hairy guy. They started punching each other.

“Pay them no mind. You’ll be fine. That’s the Wild Man, agent of chaos and creation, and The Hero. They will keep each other occupied. So, we have very few visitors here. Why have you come?”

Aiden kept looking from the man to the two guys fighting. “The wizard? He came from here?”

“Yes, I’ve been the wizard many times. As Abe No Seimei I advised Emperors, as Merlin I helped Arthur.”

“Were you Prospero?”

He smiled again. “Prospero? No, I was never a Prospero. Is he a modern wizard? I’ve spent much time of late helping my brethren here. I was able to shake off the compulsions long ago and make my own choices, but you seem to be avoiding my question. Why have you come here? Are you looking for this Prospero wizard?”

I spoke up. “Um, no, sir. Aiden just reads too many books. What we are looking for is answers, I guess.”

“Answers? Well, what is the question, my dear?”

Taking a deep breath and then letting it out, I thought about what I should say. Would talking about William make it worse? Are there other creatures looking for him?

“My brother is being attacked by a giant. We need to find out why and how to stop it.”

“I see. That is very noble, indeed, but not much of a concern. Children have dreamt of giants and witches and ogres for as long as there have been dreams. They can’t truly be harmed.”

“No, this one is different. He’s sort of like us. Maybe like you. William doesn’t create him in his dream, the giant hunts William down during normal dreams and… and I think he wants to kill him. He’s smart, and he’s learning. I think he even saw me once.”

“You are one of them? Those that walk in dreams?”

“Um, yeah?”

“Well, that is very disturbing.” He looked back towards the road. “Do you think he might have followed you? I can’t have my siblings at risk in their vulnerable state.”

Sophia snorted. “He’s a giant. If he was following us, you’d know.”

“Young lady, you’re a guest here. Your friend has birthright. You do not. Keep a civil tongue in your mouth. As a matter of fact, all three of you should leave. If you lead the giant here, it could be catastrophic.”

Sophia narrowed her eyes. “You just said that a giant isn’t much of a concern.”

He looked up at the road again. “Yes, well, never you mind. Thank you for your visit. Maybe our paths shall cross again one day.”

She continued to push him. “Wait, if you’re this worried, you know something. We’re not leaving until you answer our questions.”

Raising an eyebrow, he looked down at her. “All right. Knowledge for action. I pass along some of what I know, and you leave forthwith. Deal, interloper?”

He extended his hand to Sophia. She shook it.

“Deal.”

“If the giant is who I suspect, your brother is lost to you. Find solace elsewhere. If you are determined to follow up on this useless quest, arm yourself with both weapons and allies. There. Now be on your way.”

I stepped closer to him. “Wait, no way. That’s, like, nothing. We were going to do that, anyway. Tell us about the giant. Where does he come from? Why does he want William?”

He sighed and rubbed his mustache. “Yes, well, I have no idea what he wants with your brother. As for where he is from, he hails from Uluru, where time is fluid. Chaos rules there, and things are more… primal. The giant was trapped there ages and ages ago. He once walked the Earth and wishes to return.”

“And hurting William will help him get back to Earth?”

The man shrugged. “I’ve answered your questions. Please honor our agreement. I truly do wish you well, but, well, they are very weak right now.” He looked over his shoulder at the bodies washing up on the shore, crawling, squirming, and sliding over one another and onto the sand.

Sophia shook her head. “That is so totally gross. One more question and we’ll leave.”

The man shook his head slightly. “One more.”

“Where can we find the strongest weapons?”

“You don’t want to know. You’re in enough danger as it is.”

“Look, we had a deal.”

“That you reneged on.”

“I don’t know what that means, but still, tell us and we’ll leave.”

He sighed again. The man seemed very dramatic.

“The House of the Strong or the House of the Wicked.”

I wasn’t happy with Sophia asking about weapons, but I needed to know. “What’s the House of the Wicked?”

“The home of the most common nightmares of the previous fortnight or so.”

“So, it’s dangerous?”

“Child, it is the very home of nightmares.”

Sophia interrupted and spoke in a hurry. “But, powerful stuff, right?”

“Yes, now I have completed my obligation to you.”

Like he had before, I stuck out my hand. He shook it.

“Thanks, and good luck with...Them. The plato arkawhatevers.”

He smiled. “Platonic Archetypes. Good luck to you and your brother.”

We made our way back to the path and followed it to the signpost. Aiden waved to it as we turned and headed towards the large house. It remained silent.

I tried to note when the side of the road changed from grass to dirt to gravel. Things seemed shifty in the dream and never quite the same. Landmarks somehow made me feel safer. The house finally seemed to be getting closer when the grass to our left seemed to shift and sway. Dink immediately moved to that side and began to growl.

A low, smooth voice like warm velvet reached out. “Hello, honored beast. I would trade with you for the children. What would you have of me for them?”

Dink’s growling grew deeper, the tall grass parted, and a large tiger stepped onto the road.

“I see, beast. Is that your final word?”

I felt like throwing up. There was something terribly wrong about this tiger, more than it was able to speak. I could feel its hunger. It wanted to hurt us, to toy with us, to feed off our pain and fear. There was no time to wonder how I knew this. It was slowly inching forward, its movement liquid, flowing and graceful.

My heart beat hard and fast as Dink moved again, putting himself between us and the tiger.

“I’m so, so hungry, beast. What would you take for just the Dreamwalker?”

Dink growled again and barked. My brain sort of felt heavy and full, and somehow I understood him.

You want Good Girl Cynthia? She is pack. I will kill you, Evil. Dink will crush Evil!

“Ah, but what if it is I who kills you, honored beast? Then the other children are left without a protector. Give me the one and keep the others.”

His voice was like hot chocolate covering poison, rich and compelling but oh, so wrong. I felt myself take a step forward before I stopped myself.

Your words are not treats, Evil. Dink sees you! Dink will kill Evil!

How was I understanding Dink?

The tiger took another careful step forward, one paw slowly placed in front of the other. It looked at me and licked its fangs. Dink crouched and all of his teeth were showing. He seemed bigger somehow. A bolt of lightning struck the tiger from Sophia’s ring, and Dink leapt, landing on its back. His teeth sunk into the tiger’s neck, and they began to roll.

His paws held the tiger’s head away from him, and Dink bit into its shoulder. Long, sharp claws scratched at Dink, and he growled deeper, pulling and wrenching with his strong jaws. Sophia began to yell.

“Move, Dink! Move! I can get him!”

Dink stood, jaws still holding the tiger’s shoulder, and pulled to the left, sinking low. He lowered his butt and swung his whole body to the right. There was a ripping sound, and he did it again, this time opening his jaws when he swung right. The tiger flew into the grass. We heard it land and tumble.

Run, Evil! Run from Dink! Come to hurt pack again and Dink will kill Evil!

There was blood all over Dink. I knelt beside him and carefully ran my fingers over his wounds. He had cuts everywhere. Wrapping my arms around him, I began to cry. He whimpered slightly, pulled away, and licked my face. He barked lightly, but I couldn’t understand him anymore.

I sat there on the path, grabbing his fur and letting it go, and then running my hands over his head. This wasn’t fun, it wasn’t a game. Dink was getting hurt, and the giant was still after William because I wasn’t good enough. I should have been able to do something, anything.

“Cynthia? We need to keep going.” Aiden’s voice was soft, and he had his hand on my shoulder.

Getting to my feet, I scratched Dink’s ear one more time. We kept an eye on the tall grass and eventually kept walking towards the building.

The large house had marble pools and water fountains in the front. I carefully did what I could to wash Dink’s wounds. He stood patiently and whimpered every once in a while. When I was done, we went to the big open hallway that acted as an entrance. Everything was open to the air, and I wasn’t sure, but it looked Roman or Greek.

“Remember, stay close to me. Okay? All the time. I need to be able to touch you.”

They nodded, and even Sophia was quiet. They seemed to be in awe of Dink, but I was afraid to ask if they could understand him. It sounded sort of crazy, which was stupid because everything was crazy here.

We found the area with the couches and used that to try to figure out where the right door was. It seemed to take us forever, but we thought we had it. Aiden was hesitant.

“The writing on the door looks almost right, but I think it’s a little different.”

I shook my head. “I don’t know, it looks right.”

Sophia gave him a little shove. “Come on, it’s the right one. Let’s go!”

Looking at Aiden, I grabbed the handle. “Do you want to try it, or should we—”

We all heard it. It sounded like a heavy boot hitting the marble floor. One, then another. Someone was coming closer. My mind flashed back to that tall, thin man with the English accent. We all looked around and my heart began pumping harder, forcing the fear in my very veins to run faster and faster.

I pushed the door open. The footsteps echoed our way, and I heard a slight jangle, like small chains or clinking knives. I grabbed Sophia and rushed through; she reached for Aiden who began yelling.

“Wait! Wait! It’s…”

He was pulled in, Dink followed him, and the door slammed shut.

Aiden continued. “It was Santa!”

Santa? “Open the door!”

We pulled, we pushed, we yelled, but nothing worked. Finally, we turned around and tried to figure out where we were.
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We seemed to be in a whole new world. There were beautiful patches of shrubs all about, with big trees ripe with rich and luscious fruits. Banks of gorgeous flowers were everywhere, and birds with rare and brilliant colors sang and fluttered in the trees and bushes. A little way off was a small brook, rushing and sparkling along between green banks. In the distance, I saw a winding path that seemed golden yellow.

While I stood looking at everything, I noticed a small group of odd-looking people coming towards us. They were not as big as the adults I was used to, but neither were they very small. They seemed about as tall as I was, and I’m pretty normal sized for my age. Although they were, so far as looks go, many years older and dressed weirdly, in formal-looking but very colorful clothes.

Aiden elbowed me and I followed his gaze. He was looking up at the sky.

I followed his gaze. “Are those vultures?”

He continued staring. “No. I think… I think they’re flying monkeys.”
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I felt a chill crawl down my spine on tingly spider legs. He was right. Two winged monkeys flew through the air. As they drew closer, I noticed that they were wearing clothes, and one had a spyglass it used while searching for something.

“Dorothy! Why did you leave? Locasta is waiting for you.”

Peeling my eyes away from the monkeys, I looked at the small man. He and the two people with him were a little shorter than I was. He was looking at me while speaking. And he called me Dorothy. And there were flying monkeys. And there was a gleaming yellow road in the distance. And… We were in Oz!

Turning, Aiden and Sophia were staring at me, just as confused and astonished. Aiden spoke to the man.

“Um, who’s Locasta?”

“Who is Locasta? Why, she is the Good Witch of the North and the ruler of Gillikin Country.”

Aiden paused, looked around, and then continued. “Yes, of course she is. And you are?”

The man straightened to his full height, stuck out his chest, and replied. “I represent the people of Munchkin Country, Woodman. Now we really must hurry.” He turned back to me. “Please, Dorothy, the Good Witch won’t wait forever.”

The flying monkeys were freaking me out. I kept looking up at them as we talked. Turning back to my friends, I noticed that the door we had stepped through was gone.

“We… We just need some help. We’re not really sure what’s going on. My brother was being hunted by a giant and we were hoping we could find someone who could tell us about The Giant and the pookahs?”

“I know nothing of such things, but if you have questions, they should be taken to the Wizard. Come, maybe Locasta will have some advice.”

He turned and began walking away. The two men he was with followed. I looked back to Aiden, Sophia, and Dink. Sophia was staring at everything, a smile on her face and there was something about her eyes, as if she was evaluating and measuring everything she saw.

We began following the man, who turned back to look at us. He smiled and gestured ahead of himself, as if to get us to hurry.

“Come along, Scarecrow. Plenty to gawk at later.”

He was looking at Sophia, and Aiden laughed. Sophia stopped her staring and glared at the little man.

“I’m not the Scarecrow, Munchkin, and don’t even think of calling me a Cowardly Lion.”

We walked down a gentle slope, through some trees, and came across a large farmhouse. The house had shingles lying on the ground and was lying at an awkward angle. Men and women who looked like the three who found us milled about the front of the house. The man who had spoken earlier cleared his throat and stepped forward, looking at me.

“You are welcome, most noble Sorceress, to the land of the Munchkins. We are so grateful to you for having killed the Wicked Witch of the East and for setting our people free from bondage.”

Looking at the building again, I saw what I expected. A pair of legs sticking out from under the house.

Sophia spoke up. “Actually, that was me. I drove the house here and plunked it right down on the Witch.”

The man turned to her. “Hush, silly Scarecrow. Now isn’t the time for your empty-headed nonsense.”

An old woman stepped forward from the gathering crowd. “We are all grateful, Dorothy. I am Locasta of Gillikin. I was not as powerful as the Wicked Witch of the East, or I would have freed the good Munchkins myself.” Looking past me, she laughed.

I was light-headed and felt weird. Nothing was right here. Flying monkeys, witches and munchkins, and everything that led up to it. We needed to get out of here and maybe get some information about the giant. Following her gaze, I saw a pair of shiny shoes where the legs had been.

“She was so old,” explained the Witch of the North, “that she dried up quickly in the sun. That is the end of her. But the silver shoes are yours, and you shall have them to wear.”

“Um, I like my Keds.”

“Put them on, child. They shall take whatever form you prefer.”

I tried to smile, but it was difficult. Putting on some dead witch’s shoes wasn’t what I was looking forward to and sounded gross. Maybe they wouldn’t fit, and I could just politely move on. Using my foot, I pushed them away from where the Witch had died. Picking them up, I went back to the crowd, who all beamed at me, and reluctantly took off my sneakers.

Sort of wincing, I slipped on one of the sparkly shoes and then the other. I nearly jumped out of my skin when they slid down my foot, shrinking into a perfect fit. They changed shape and became super-sparkly Keds. I had to admit, they were pretty nice. They looked like I could wear them to a confirmation, bat mitzvah, or a wedding.

“So, Locasta, how do we get back to the big marble house?”

“I don’t know of this land you call Kansas, but the mighty Oz surely will.”

“I… What? I didn’t mention Kansas. I just want to see if anyone knows about the giant and get back to the house.”

“Then you should speak to Oz. He lives in his splendid Emerald City.” She stepped to me and kissed my forehead. “My blessing will keep you safe. Farewell on your journey, Dorothy, and you as well, Toto, Woodman, and Scarecrow.”

The frustrated voice came from behind me. “I’m not the Scarecrow!”

Locasta looked at me while she tapped her temple. “Head of straw. Don’t let him make any decisions for you.”

“Argh!” was Sophia’s only response.

There were several roads nearby, but it did not take us long to find the one paved with yellow bricks. Within a short time, we were walking briskly toward the Emerald City, my silver shoes tinkling merrily on the hard, yellow roadbed.

Aiden stepped close to me and was about to speak when Sophia broke in.

“I’m not linking arms, skipping and singing. Not a chance.”

Aiden scowled. “Sophia, give it a rest. We need to figure out what’s going on.”

“What’s the big deal? It’s a dream about Oz, for crying out loud. It’ll be fine.”

He replied. “Sure. No issues at all. Not like the pookahs that were trying to hurt William, not like a giant that was trying to kill him. We’ll be perfectly fine because Sophia has it all figured out.”

She rolled her eyes. “It’s OZ! We know what’s going to happen. We go speak to the Wizard, see if he knows anything about the giant, Cynthia clicks her heels, and we go home.”

“So, you’re the expert now? You—”

I interrupted. “Look, can we just not argue? Sophia’s right, we sort of know what’s going on, but Aiden is also right. We don’t know everything.”

Toward evening, when we were tired from our long walk and began to wonder where we should pass the night, we came to a house rather larger than the rest. On the green lawn before it, many men and women were dancing. Five little fiddlers played as loudly as possible, and the people were laughing and singing, while a big table nearby was loaded with delicious fruits and nuts, pies, cakes, and cheese.

The people greeted us kindly and invited us to supper and to pass the night with them; for, they claimed, this was the home of one of the richest Munchkins in the land, and his friends were gathered with him to celebrate their freedom from the bondage of the Wicked Witch.

We finished eating and spoke with our host, Boq.

“So, Dorothy, have you met the Lion? Here he comes now.”

A kid about our age wearing jeans and a blue-and-white-striped shirt was walking towards our table. Boq stood.

“Mr. Lion, may I introduce Dorothy, who saved us from the Wicked Witch of the East and her comrades, Toto, the Tin Woodman, and—”

Sophia piped up. “Don’t say it!”

“The Scarecrow.”

“Arggh!”

The boy had a very nice accent to go along with his smile. “Hello. I am Abasi. You are clearly not part of this dream, neither witch nor Munchkin. May I ask your real names?”

I leaned back in surprise. “You’re the boy the signpost talked about!”

“Ah, I suppose I am. You are also Dreamwalkers?”

It was pretty weird that Boq was just ignoring our conversation as he smiled and listened to the music. He thought we were characters in the story but seemed not to care that Abasi said something different.

“I’m not sure. Maybe? I’m Cynthia and this is Aiden and Sophia. Oh, and Dink.”

His speaking seemed very formal. “It is very nice to meet you. You are from Canada or the US?”

“The US. We’re from New York. Where are you from?”

“I am Swahili.”

“Oh. That’s…”

Aiden spoke up. “Africa.”

Abasi smiled at him. “Yes, Africa, but my family moved to Madagascar. My grandfather and his father were Dreamwalkers. My family was very happy I inherited the ability. Your parents also walk in dreams? Each of you?”

I shook my head. “Um, no. My mom was pregnant with me when she went to a place in Australia that let her into… here, I guess. The dream world. I think it changed me and made me who I am. I sort of accidentally pulled Aiden and Sophia and Dink in with me when I jumped into my brother’s dream?”

“Did you? You are that powerful? That is very interesting, Cynthia. What are your plans?”

“I need to go see the Wizard. My brother… A giant keeps showing up in his dreams, but it’s a real thing, you know? Like me or you. Not a made-up dream-giant. It’s trying to kill him; I just know it. We stopped it a couple of times, but it’s getting worse. Maybe the Wizard knows about the giant and why it’s after William?”

“It is possible. Have you been here before? Do you know of the fixed dreams?”

Sophia stepped forward. “Do you? Can you tell us? We just got here. Never been here before.”

“I know a little, but there is always more to learn. You came through a door in the House of the Strong, yes? There are thirty doors, each leads to one of the most popular dreams of the past ten days or so. We’re not sure about the time. This is Oz. There are twenty-nine others.”

Sophia stepped closer, a gleam in her eye. “What’s in the others?”

He gave her a confused smile. “As I said, other dreams.”

“Like what?”

“Well, we believe that the dreams of children are the strongest, so the land of Father Christmas and Alice in Wonderland and others.”

“What about bad dreams?”

“Nightmares? No, that is another house, one you never wish to visit.”

She looked over at Boq. “What about the people in the dreams?”

“Most are like our host. All they know and all they see is the story. They play their role endlessly, over and over again. Those are the ones who forget as soon as you move on. They won’t recognize you the next time they see you or remember conversations. There are one or two in each dream, however, that remember. They are much more powerful. I think the Wizard may be one who understands and grows in his knowledge.”

I interrupted. “So, he may know about the giant?”

Abasi shrugged. “He may. I do not know. I will join you if I may.”

“That would be great!”

He told us about his home and his family. He was the youngest of five children and the only boy. His sisters were much older than him and he admitted that they spoiled him rotten. Abasi’s father was a police officer and his mother did accounting for a bunch of restaurants. I told him about my mom and how she also was in charge of the money for some businesses.

Eventually, Boq had some Munchkins bring out large beds for each of us, and we slept under the stars of Oz.

Falling asleep was weird. It just felt odd to sleep within a dream. I woke to the noise of Dink growling and the beating of large, furred wings. My eyes popped open and I tried to get up. The blanket slowed me down and as the monkey stretched out his wings over me, his odor of nasty wet fur almost cut off my breath. I could see the sharp teeth in his mouth and the intelligent glint in his eyes. I began to scream.

There was a snarl as Dink leapt over my bed, grabbing the monkey in his strong jaws and wrestled him onto the bed. They tumbled and rolled to the ground as I climbed out. Looking over, I saw Aiden using a branch to smack another monkey.

Abasi yelled out. “Get under the bed!”

I heard a monkey chattering, and I turned to look up at one diving towards me. I threw my pillow at it, which he immediately tore to shreds. Feathers went everywhere as I scurried to the ground and under the bed.

Growling and howls drowned out almost-human screams of pain. Peeking out, I watched as Dink dragged down one monkey after another. Minutes went by before silence overtook the night. Dink came over and pushed his nose into my shoulder and licked my face.

Crawling out, I looked around. There was blood all around, but thankfully, none of it was Dink’s.

Abasi walked towards me. “That is an impressive dog. The remaining monkeys helped the wounded fly away.”

Nodding, I kept looking around. Aiden ran to Sophia’s empty bed. Getting on his knees, he checked underneath.

“Sophia?” he asked softly.

Standing up quickly, he scanned the yard.

“Sophia!”

She was gone.

Munchkins were fearfully peeking out from the house, looking to the sky and then to the woods.

Boq called out. “Are they gone?”

We ignored him as Abasi stepped closer to me.

“Is your dog a tracker?”

“No, he… Actually, I don’t know. Maybe?”

“What sort of dog is he?”

“Tibetan Fu Dog.”

He frowned and tilted his head. “I have never heard of this breed.”

“My uncle Alistair says that they’re rare.”

I grabbed a pillow from Sophia’s bed and knelt next to Dink, petting him and holding the pillow near his snout.

“Sophia, Dink. Can you find Sophia?”

He looked at me and I had a weird feeling that he thought I was an idiot. Aiden looked at us, a step or two from panic. “How is he going to track someone being carried in the air?”

That was a good point.

Turning to Boq, I walked towards the house. “Where do the monkey people live?”

“It’s not where they live, Dorothy, it’s who they work for.”

“Okay, who do they work for?”

Aiden interrupted; his voice subdued. “The Wicked Witch of the West.”

Spinning back to Aiden, I looked from him to the sky, half expecting to see her on her broom. Walking over, I grabbed his hand.

“We’ll find her. We’ll get her back, Aiden.”

“We…” He stopped and looked at the ground before continuing. “We joke around, and she teases me and, I don’t know, but she’s my sister, Cynthia. This… I should have done something. I’ve read the books; we should have taken it more seriously.”

“I understand. The whole reason we’re here is to try to find a way to stop the Giant from hurting William. Look at me.” I squeezed his hand. “It’s going to be okay. What happens in the book?”

We sat down on a bed as Aiden thought. “Well, it’s the first book, right? I mean… We don’t know how things work here. In the later books, the Wizard had hot air balloons and stuff. And maybe a plane or something? And things like cell phones. But in the first book, they had to get to the Wizard and ask for his help. It’s not the same for us, though. I mean, we can just skip that and go straight to the Witch’s castle.”

“Can we get there?”

“Yeah, I think so. In the book, they had to deal with the stuff the Witch sent after them, but that was because she was trying to capture them. If we’re actually going to her instead of to the Emerald City, she’d probably just leave us alone, right?”

“What did she send?”

“Um, it’s been a while since I read the book. Wolves. I remember wolves. And hornets or bees or something. And Binkies. Her people. No, wait, they’re Winkies.”

“Really? Winkies?”

“It’s a kid’s book.”

Sighing, I lay back on the bed and stared at the night sky. There were no clouds, not a one. There were also no sounds of the trees swaying or animals stirring. It was jarring. When dreaming, I didn’t care about the little things that I noticed when awake. It felt like being on a stage after the audience went home. The actors all went through their roles and all the sets were in place, but it lacked all the details that made something real.

I didn’t know what that meant for us or for Sophia. It was real enough for her to be grabbed by flying monkeys and taken through the air. It was real enough for them to hurt her and to take her to a witch.

Reaching up, I patted Aiden on the back. “We’ll get her, Aiden. It’s going to be okay.”

Getting up, I walked to the house.

“Boq, do you have a lantern or torches or something?”

“I have both, Dorothy.”

“Can we borrow some lanterns?”

Abasi called out. “And some flint and steel?”

“For the savior of the Munchkins? Of course!”

When he approached with the lanterns, a woman behind him had a sack.

“We have also included some food for your travels to the Emerald City.”

Smiling politely, I accepted the sack. “Thank you, but we’re not going to the Emerald City.”

“Excellent! Please extend our good wishes to the Wizard.”

“Boq, we’re not going to… You know what? Forget it.”

We headed off into the night.

The main road would eventually split with one direction heading to the yellow brick road and the other to the west into Winkie Country. Aiden complained about how many days we had been walking, but it had only been hours. Confused, I looked to Abasi, who merely shook his head and remained silent.

“What are we going to do if they send the wolves?” Aiden asked.

Abasi smiled at him. “We shall find a way to overcome, my friend.”

“Overcome? They may think I’m the Tinman, but I don’t have an ax or metal skin or… Or anything, really.”

“I think we shall be fine. This is what I understand, but my knowledge is limited. The wolves are minor. They cannot alter the story flow. They remember nothing. They are like Boq. If we go back and meet Boq again, he will not be changed and for him, we will always be going to see the Wizard because that is how this dream is. It takes its shape from the countless dreamers who thought of Oz as they slept. So, in the book, Dorothy and her friends were not harmed by the wolves, yes?”

Both Aiden and I listened intently.

“There are, however, major characters. Every steady dream has them. These characters are more powerful. They remember, they learn, they grow. I believe the Wizard is like that. Maybe the Witch. We should be safe until we get to her.”

Aiden piped up. “How sure are you?”

Shrugging, Abasi looked his way. “Not very.”

“Great.”

Onward we walked. Dawn came from darkness in what seemed like a few minutes. Everything about Oz seemed real until you looked just under the surface. The food was juicy and looked great, but tasted sort of bland. The music was loud but boring. Dawn and dusk seemed like things that had to happen to move everything along instead of a natural part of the day.

The road was packed-down dirt, but no potholes or big rocks were sticking out. We made good time and walking was easy. It was just about full daylight when we heard the first baying of the wolves. It was distant and just two, but we picked up our pace.

After a few minutes, we heard another howl and wondered if it was a third or one of the original two. There was a low growl, and I looked at Dink. He was so much larger in this Dreamworld and he was a big dog to start with. Easily keeping pace with us, he occasionally looked over his shoulder.

The next time we heard a wolf, a shiver went down my spine. Others had joined in the howling, and they were much closer.

Abasi looked at me. “Run!”

“No! We can’t outrun wolves. Grab the bag.” Aiden sounded sure of himself and took the sack Boq gave us. Pulling out wooden club-like things, he handed one to each of us. “Torches.”

He removed part of the lantern and lit the cloth on the torches, one after the other.

Aiden continued. “Keep moving, but don’t run. If we see them, we need to go back to back.”

“They… They shouldn’t hurt us.”

“You don’t sound so sure, Abasi.”

“I’m not.”

Something had changed in Aiden. He was usually quiet and if we had to make a decision, he’d look to Sophia. Now he seemed sure of himself. Abasi turned to me, shrugged, and smiled before continuing.

“All right, my friend. We shall do it your way.”

Over the next twenty minutes, the wolves grew closer and closer. Torches lit, we stayed within arm’s reach of one another, always moving forward. We followed a bend in the road and there it was, a huge wolf standing there, staring at us. Two others came from the woods and stood behind it. Turning, I saw three behind us. I turned back to the large one in the lead.

There was a roughness to his voice, almost as if it hurt to form human words. “The girl may live. The Witch said we may tear the rest of you to little pieces.”

Aiden yelled out. “Where’s my sister?”

“Scarecrow? She is with the Witch. We shall bring what’s left of you to her.”

“You can try, wolf. Come get burnt and—”

Aiden was interrupted by a loud and deep rumbling that turned into a growl. Dink stepped between me and the wolf, tilted his head back, and howled at the sky. The alpha wolf backed up two steps, the two behind him turned and ran a good distance.

Dink lowered his back legs, and I saw the hair on his neck stand up. He barked, and it rolled out from him like a thunderous challenge. Abasi and Aiden both stepped back, staring at my dog. I had to admit, if I hadn’t known him all my life, I would have been terrified.

The wolf turned to one side of the road and then the other. It looked at the other wolves and then seemed to gather some courage. It came running at Dink.

Leaping forward, Dink met the wolf in the air. They fell to the ground, rolling, growling, and biting. I heard a yell and turned to see Aiden clutching his calf. Abasi was thrusting his torch at a wolf. I took three big steps towards them and put myself between Aiden and the wolves. He was on the ground now, holding his leg in one hand and the torch in the other.

The one that had bitten Aiden was close enough for me to see the intelligence in its yellow eyes. The other two kept moving forward and then back again as we waved the torches. I could hear more yelping and growling behind us. The biter began to lunge forward, and I stuck the torch in its face. Swerving, he moved his head and nipped at my other arm, just missing.

As I swung again, it backed away.

As it began to rush in again, I heard what was almost a human scream behind me. The biter leapt into the air. His jaws opened, saliva dripping from sharp teeth as he came straight at me. I began to yell as I raised the torch, only to see Dink bound past me and slam into the biter in the air.

Dink grabbed the wolf by the throat and began shaking it back and forth. I heard a ripping sound and saw blood, and the wolf stopped moving. Dink stared at the other two and howled again. They turned and ran away.

Abasi was kneeling next to Aiden and had rolled his pants leg up. The bite didn’t look too bad. He rinsed it with some water and then tied one of the cloths that Boq’s people had used to wrap up the food around the bite mark.

I put my hand on Aiden’s shoulder. “Can you walk?”

“Yeah, I think so.”

Moving over to Dink, I checked his fur carefully. He didn’t seem to have any bite marks. I ruffled the fur on his neck and kissed his head. “Thank you,” I whispered.

He licked my face. I tried not to be grossed out by the blood on his muzzle and hugged him.

We continued down the path until Abasi went off the side of the road and came back with a long stick. Aiden used it as a cane, and we made our way ever closer to the Witch. Eventually, we saw a castle in the distance.

“How many more days until we get to the castle?”

Abasi and I both looked at Aiden. It had been less than one day of walking. I wasn’t sure if I should tell him that. Things were… weird.

“Um, I think we’ll get to it today.”

“Today? Okay.”

We ate Boq’s food as we walked. There was cheese, some dried fruits, and flasks of water. We had traveled a few hours after spotting the castle when a group of small yellow people marched over a hill towards us. They carried spears but seemed disorganized. They weren’t soldiers or hunters.

“Halt! In the name of the ruler of the Winkies, halt where you are!”

We halted. “Okay. Who are you?”

“You are to come with us to the castle!”

“That’s where we were going.”

“That’s… Well, you are to go with us to the castle!”

Abasi looked at me and then to the speaker. I continued.

“Right, that’s where we were going.”

“I… I… You are our prisoner. Start marching to the castle.”

It was getting annoying. Their spears seemed sharp, but the people weren’t frightening at all.

“Yeah, okay, that’s what we were doing. Are you coming with us?”

“No! You are coming with us.”

I shrugged. “Whatever.”

We continued on.

Abasi saw Aiden looking at the little people. “They don’t understand. They play their role but have very little leeway. You see most of the oddness, we see the rest.”

Aiden looked confused. “The two of you? I don’t get it. We’re all here. How is it different for you two?”

“Cynthia and I, we see the holes.”

“That sounds like gobbledygook. What does that mean?”

Abasi spoke in his odd, formal way. “Let us say that you somehow found yourself in the dream of a boy who lives on a farm. In his dream, he must rush to a neighbor who has cows and get milk for his family before dark. There is a great sense of urgency for this boy that is almost a panic. He runs as fast as he can, but the road always seems to stretch further and further away. Can you picture this?”

“Okay, sure.”

“If you were in this dream, you would feel the urgency. You would want to help this boy. Maybe you would open a gate, or encourage him, but you would feel the need to hurry. His logic would become your logic. Cynthia and I would see the holes. We would wonder why he didn’t take his bicycle or call ahead and ask them to meet him halfway. We’d even tell him to just drink water and get the milk tomorrow. There would not be this single-minded rush. We are not swept up in the perspective of the dreamer. We see the holes.”

Aiden thought for a moment. “Okay, that makes sense, but why you two?”

“I do not know. It is the way it is. We are Dreamwalkers. You are not.”

“Huh. Well, it doesn’t change anything. We need to get Sophia.”

I moved closer to him. “How’s your leg?”

He seemed surprised and reached down to feel his calf before answering.

“You know what? It doesn’t hurt. Not even a little.”

“That’s good, right?”

“Yeah. Weird, though.”

The lead Winkie yelled over. “No talking, prisoners! Keep marching!”

Dink barked at him, and he jumped.

We were out of food by the time we got to the castle. Many more Winkies were milling about. They led us to a great door that was three times our height and five times that in width, and we waited while they slowly opened it wide enough for us to enter. Marveling at the statues in the courtyard, we followed the head Winkie as he led us into the castle.

Sitting on a throne was an old green woman. She was slightly bent over and looked like one of those old ladies who spent most of their time in a tanning bed. Leaning forward, the Witch looked down at us and cackled.

“Well, if it isn’t Dorothy and her little… Actually, that dog isn’t so little.”

Dink growled at her, and she leaned back into her throne. A small ball of fire appeared in her right hand, and it grew as I stared. She pointed at me with a wand that was clutched in her left hand.

“I want the silver shoes, girl! Give them to me!”

Still growling, Dink took a step forward.

“He takes one more step, that wretched cur, and your friend burns!”

I followed her gaze and saw Sophia sitting on the floor on the other side of the throne next to a broom, mop, and bucket. Had she been kept as a maid? Sophia was red faced.

“What took you guys so long? It’s been months!”

Looking at Abasi, I mouthed, “Months?” He shrugged.

The Witch spoke again. “Scarecrow-girls don’t do well with fire. The shoes! Off with them.”

So, she seemed to know that Sophia was a girl. Sort of. That was different.

As she got to her feet, I noticed that Sophia’s wrists were tied together. She began running towards us and the Witch threw a ball of fire at her. Stumbling, she fell to her knees and skidded another few feet. Another burst of fire hit her, and she screamed out. Aiden rushed towards his sister and Dink went bounding up the steps towards the throne and Winkies were running everywhere while yelling.

Fire streamed through the air again and again. Dink was hit but kept moving, Aiden covered Sophia with his body and Abasi moved toward them. The witch avoided me, probably because she didn’t want to hit the shoes.

The Witch was cackling as her arm moved back and forth, hurling balls of fire that had flames trailing them on their paths of destruction.

“Bwhaa, ha, ha, ha! To me, my monkeys! Come to me!”

I heard the flapping of large wings and the chittering of the monkeys as one after another flew into the room. Not knowing what to do, I looked at my friends. Abasi was standing in front of Sophia, and he was doing what I had done to the pookas when they summoned the giant. He made the same gestures as the Witch but in reverse. The balls of fire began to fall apart as they reached them, but his clothes were smoking, and Sophia was crying.

Where was Aiden?

The Witch cackled. “Stand aside, lion-boy! The Scarecrow burns and then you’re next! Ha, ha, ha, ha, ha!”

Her cackling echoed off the walls as another burst of flame got by Aiden and hit Sophia. Dink was close enough to leap at her but was hit by a diving monkey. He wrestled with the monkey and began climbing the stairs again, only to be hit by a second and then third winged creature. They chittered and chattered and began speaking and mumbling as a group.

“Dog, dog, dog. Get the dog!”

I looked from Dink, who was struggling under at least five of them, to Sophia, who was crying and trying to roll further from the Witch.

“Stop! Stop, I’ll give you the shoes!”

She did stop and stared at me, hands raised and ready to again hurl fire. I quickly used a foot to push off one shoe and then the other to push off the next. I stood there in my socks, looking up at her.

Sneering with one side of her lip raised, she lifted her arm higher. “And now, Dorothy, you shall burn!”

Aiden stepped out from beside her throne. “No one hurts my friends!”

I knew it was over when I saw the bucket he’d grabbed from next to the broom and mop. He hurled the water on the Witch, and she turned to him, screaming.

“No, noooo! I’m melting… MELTING!”

She slowly became undone, like ice cream left in the sun on a hot summer day.

“Help me!” Her voice grew deeper, and every word was drawn out. “Hellllpppp meeee!”

Soon she was just a pile of goo with clothes on top.

The monkeys looked to her and then flew away, leaving behind those who had foolishly attacked Dink and paid their price. Sophia got up and ran to Aiden. He hugged her, trying to avoid the obvious burns. She cried on his shoulder and eventually pulled away, walked over, and started stomping on the gooey remains of the Witch.

Abasi found a knife somewhere and cut her hands loose while I checked on Dink. Looking up, I saw Sophia get to her knees and pound the remains of the Witch with her fists. It seemed like overkill until I noticed her looking at Aiden. When his eyes weren’t on her, she grabbed the Witch’s wand and slipped it up her sleeve.

She looked towards Abasi and Dink, but I turned my attention to the rest of the room so Sophia wouldn’t see me watching her. Standing, she lightly patted the parts of her clothes that were singed and winced.

Abasi looked at her. “You need an ointment or something. Do the burns hurt?”

“No, not at all. Every morning the Witch would burn me to ash, so I got used to it.”

“Really?”

“No, not really. Of course it hurts!”

Holding up his hands, Abasi backed away. Sophia was limping and truly seemed to be in pain, which was scary. It was easier to believe that none of us could get hurt in a dream. Knowing that wasn’t true made the prospect of a witch and wolves and flying monkeys that much worse.

Eventually, some Winkies poked their heads into the throne room. Sophia marched up, stepped on the former-witch-now-goo, and sat on the throne.

“I’m the queen now! I need food. Bring us pizzas. And aspirin. And some soda.”

The Winkie that had done the speaking when they thought they captured us stepped into the room.

“You… Where is the Witch?”

“She’s dead. I’m in charge now.”

“I… You’re the Witch?”

Sophia stared at him for a moment. “Yes, I’m the Witch.”

“My lady, what is this pisso and spirin and sota?”

She rolled her eyes. “Just bring us food and water.”

Aiden called out to him. “And soap. And make it lots of water.”

The head Winkie looked from Aiden to Sophia.

“As the tin-man says, my lady?”

She smiled and paused before replying. “Yes, as the tin-man says.”

They soon returned with water, roasted chicken, potatoes, stew, and meat that I couldn’t identify. Once again, it looked wonderful, smelled amazing, and tasted bland. Aiden helped Sophia wash where the flames had hit her while we were eating.

Abasi was petting Dink as he spoke to me. “So, what is next? I assume you can click your heels and return to where you came from.”

“No, we can’t do that.”

“Why can you not?”

I smiled at the way he phrased things. It sounded nice to my ears. “Because we came here to find a way to help William. We just can’t leave.”

“Ah, then we should speak to the Wizard.”

“Yeah, I guess. It’s… This whole thing is so weird. You really think that some people in these dreams know more than others?”

“I do. Boq knew more than the other Munchkins, the Witch knew more than the Winkies. My father and grandfather have told me of this. Some of the characters in dreams are focal points and they gather power to them. They have an understanding and can remember. There are other rumors, but I do not know if they are true.”

“Like what?”

“There are stories of characters that have left the dream they belong in and wander through the vast dream world. They were very powerful in the dream they were a part of and found a way to escape.”

“And you think the Wizard is one of those powerful people?”

“Powerful? Yes? People? I don’t know. Are they people? I am not sure how to think of them. He might be one of those types, however. If he is, he might know something about the dream world that could help your brother.”

“Okay, we’ll go see the Wizard.”

Sophia sounded upset. “What? You waited forever to come get me and then as soon as I’m the queen we’re leaving? I’m not going.”

I was surprised, Abasi was quiet, and Aiden was angry as he replied.

“Oh, yes you are! We’re not leaving you behind and we’re not staying. I got bitten by a wolf, for crying out loud!”

“Well, there are no wolves in here, the Witch is dead and I’m the queen. Go see the Wizard. I’ll wait here.”

Abasi approached the throne. “That’s not a good idea. The roles we play in dreams and how the people in dreams see us can change who we are. Cynthia and I will be all right. We are Dreamwalkers. You and Aiden need to be careful. The Winkie seemed to already be thinking of you as a witch. The dream forces its reality on you.”

“That’s crazy. I know who I am.”

Aiden spoke up again. “And what about the other witch? The Wicked Witch of the Midlands? She’s the sister of the other two and the most powerful. When she gets here, do you think she’s going to be happy her sister is dead?”

“The who? There’s no such thing as the Wicked Witch of the Midlands.”

“Yes, there is. Everything here is from the book, Sophia. Did you read the book? I did. And the midlands Witch was the worst.”

I saw her hand tightly grasping the side of the throne. She looked around angrily. “Fine! We’ll leave in the morning.”

When Aiden turned to me, I mouthed “Midlands Witch?”

He smiled and shook his head.

We left with more food and water from the Winkies. The City of Emeralds was in the center of the dreamland and it didn’t take us long to find the yellow brick road. On the way, we met with a stork who talked to us about river currents, had to paddle across that river when the water stopped moving in one direction and started in the other, walked under clouds that were always in the same place and didn’t move with the wind, and traveled on a road of endless perfectly yellow bricks.

Abasi and I were the only ones who mentioned how odd things were. Sophia and Aiden just accepted everything and kept moving. I mentioned that to Abasi, and he tried to explain again.

“They are caught up in dreaming. Do you understand what I mean? It is hard to explain. There is logic inside of a dream that does not truly make sense but isn’t even questioned by the sleeper. We see these things, these illogics. They do not.”

We plucked peaches from trees and ate as we walked. As it grew darker Aiden and Sophia complained about having to walk for days. Abasi shrugged and I pretended to feel as bad as they did. There were a few farms and fenced-in houses that were painted green. They had been getting closer together the longer we walked.

Aiden and Sophia did seem very tired, so, when we came to a good-sized farmhouse, I walked boldly up to the door and knocked.

A woman opened it just far enough to look out, and said, “What do you want, child, and why is that great Lion with you?”

“We wish to pass the night with you, if you will allow us,” I answered; “and the Lion is my friend and comrade, and would not hurt you for the world.”

“Is he tame?” asked the woman, opening the door a little wider.

“Oh, yes,” I said, “and he is a great coward, too. He will be more afraid of you than you are of him.”

“Well,” said the woman, after thinking it over and taking another peep at Abasi, “if that is the case you may come in, and I will give you some supper and a place to sleep.”

So, we all entered the house, where there were, besides the woman, two children and a man. The man had hurt his leg and was lying on the couch in a corner. They seemed greatly surprised to see us, and while the woman was busy laying the table, the man asked, “Where are you headed?”

“The Emerald City, sir, to see the Wizard.”

They did their best to provide for us, giving up their only bed and giving us pillows for the floor. We refused to take the bed, but everything was fine. After thanking them, we headed out in the morning.

“Dorothy?”

We kept walking.

“Dorothy!”

Realizing she meant me, I turned back to the small woman. “Sorry, yes?”

“Please… Be careful. He’s not himself.”

After pausing, I called back. “Okay, thank you.”

As we walked on, the green glow became brighter and brighter, and it seemed that at last, we were nearing the end of our travels. Yet it was afternoon before we came to the great wall that surrounded the City. It was high and thick and of bright green color.

In front of us, and at the end of the road of yellow brick, was a big gate, all studded with emeralds that glittered so in the sun that even the wary eyes of Dink were dazzled by their brilliancy.

There was a bell beside the gate, and I pushed the button and heard a silvery tinkle sound within. Then the big gate swung slowly open, and we all passed through and found ourselves in a high arched room, the walls of which glistened with endless emeralds.

A small man stood waiting for us. He was dressed all in green and held a wooden box with a green tinge.

“Why do you seek entrance to the Emerald City?”

Abasi spoke up. “We wish for an audience with the great Wizard.”

“It has been many years since anyone asked me to see Oz,” he said, shaking his head in perplexity. “He is powerful and terrible, and if you come on an idle or foolish errand to bother the wise reflections of the Great Wizard, he might be angry and destroy you all in an instant.”

Stepping forward, Sophia stood gaping at the strange city and countless emeralds. “Yeah, whatever. It’ll be fine.”

“You do not understand. He has… The Great and Powerful Oz has become different. He may not see you, and you would not want to see him.”

Sophia continued. “Look, I killed the Witch of the West. She has the shoes of the Witch of the East, we beat the flying monkeys and… other stuff. We’ll be fine.”

“I… You…” He looked at my shoes. “All right. Proceed down Gilded Avenue to the palace.”

“Thanks!” Sophia started walking forward, and we followed.

The streets were empty and lined with grass that was cut neat and short. All of the buildings were in shades of green, and I was looking at the shutters of one when I saw a child looking out at us through the window. I waved, and a woman appeared behind her and slammed the shutter closed.

It felt like one of those old-time towns in a western movie where all the people hid in their houses and stayed out of the way. Eventually, we made it to the palace, and the doors were wide open. When we stepped inside, we saw another small man dressed in green, but he was sweating, and his clothes looked rumply.

“Welcome… Welcome to the palace of the Great and Powerful Oz. I shall announce you.”

He walked into another room and left the door open behind him. We could hear his shoes echo on the stone floors.

“Your Majesty, you have visitors. May I present Dorothy, her little dog Toto, the Tin Man, the Lion and—”

“Don’t say it!” Sophia yelled out.

“… the Scarecrow?”

We followed him and entered a large room, much like the one where we met the Witch. There were two huge, overturned video screens lying on the floor and a throne on top of some steps. On the ground next to the throne was an old man. He wasn’t moving. Standing up from the throne was the tall, scary, thin man in the old-timey clothes who we tried to escape by jumping through the door.

“Well, hello, loveys. Couldn’t stay away from old Jack, could you?” After descending two steps, he stopped and smelled the air. “Two of you! Two dreamwalkers! Oh, the feasting shall be sublime.”

His long coat flapped open and closed as he quickly moved towards us. I saw glints of shining metal in small pockets in the coat as he pulled out what looked like a long, thin knife.

“Soon I’ll be strong enough to return to London and rid the streets of all of them. ALL OF THEM!”
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Raising his knife, he swiped at Abasi just as Dink moved forward. I couldn’t think, I couldn’t move. All I could do was stare. The smell of mold and alcohol filled the air, and the man’s black eyes glistened like wet coal.

When Abasi screamed, I lurched forward, my heart pounding in my chest. Pushing Sophia into Abasi, I grabbed Aiden with my other hand. “Grab Dink!”

The man stood tall and stared down at me. Chills ran down my spine as he began to laugh. Aiden touched Dink. I put my hand on Sophia’s back and clacked the shoes together.

“Take me home, take me home, take me home.”

Glistening in the green-tinted light, the knife in the man’s long fingers came slashing down at me as I knocked my heels together the third time.
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We stood huddled together in the dream version of my backyard. My heart was beating like crazy. Feeling dizzy, I leaned against Aiden and took in deep lung-fulls of air. I turned around and around, assuring myself that the man hadn’t somehow followed us.

As I looked over Sophia’s shoulder, I heard a whimper, followed by a grunt. Abasi had fallen to his knees, clutching his arm. Blood was seeping through his fingers, and he looked up at me with pain in his eyes. I froze and just stared.

Aiden looked from Abasi to me. “We have to do something. Do you have, like, a first aid kit or something in your house? Would there be a dream version that would work here?”

“I… Yes. I don’t know if it would work. It’s… We could try.”

Abasi gritted his teeth and tucked his arm close in towards his belly. “No, my grandfather will help me. He will know what to do. I…” He looked down at his arm. “This has never happened before. It hurts, it really hurts.”

“I’m so, so sorry. This is my fault. How can we get you to your grandfather?”

“It’s not your fault. It is the fault of that creature, that man. I…” He grunted. “I must go.”

He made gestures that were similar to those of the pookah when they let The Giant arrive and Abasi disappeared.

Sophia shook her head. “Well, we messed that up.”

She was so unaffected that it shocked me. It was as if she was talking about a soccer game. I was silent as she continued.

“We need to plan these things out. I don’t think he could have hurt you. You had the ring and the kiss from the Good Witch. Remember, she said her blessing would keep you safe? And I should have used the ring. He may have been scary, but lightning bolts up his butt would have changed things.”

“That’s what you have to say? Abasi was cut. He’s hurt and we have no idea how to check on him, and you’re worried about lightning bolts in people’s butts?”

Aiden nodded. “She’s not wrong. Weird timing, but she’s right. We need to be more… I don’t know. Organized? Prepared?”

I continued to stare at them for a minute before I exploded. “He was CUT! We don’t know how he is or even where he is! What’s the matter with the two of you? We can’t call him or write him or, or…”

Aiden frowned and stepped closer to me. “I know. I’m sorry. When things get crazy, I sort of get in my head and think about it like a puzzle. It helps me deal. Sorry.”

I looked at Sophia, who shrugged.

“What? I’m right. If we had been on top of things, he wouldn’t have been cut.”

Shaking my head, I remembered how I’d returned from sleep before, both with them and William. Touching the twins and Dink, I thought of the living room, where we were sleeping and almost pulled in my brain. Suddenly, I sat straight up on the couch, knocking my pillow to the side.

I heard a gasp and saw Sophia sit up, Aiden rolled over and Dink yelped softly and lurched to his feet. Sophia looked at her hands, stretched, and then slowly looked around the room.

“That is so weird. I’ll never, ever get used to that.”

I felt the same as I did whenever I woke up. It took me a minute to get my head together. Everything was all muddled, and I rubbed my eyes as I sat there.

“What?”

She looked at me. “I said that it’s a strange feeling, and I don’t think I’ll get used to it. It was like someone grabbed me by my stomach and yanked me from there to here. I’m not, like, gonna throw-up or anything, but it feels weird. I’m sort of wobbly.”

I nodded, making sense of her words and yawned. “I’m going to check on William.”

His door was locked, so I knocked. Then knocked again. And again. I finally heard stomping feet, and the door flew open.

“What?!”

What was I going to say, that a giant was trying to kill him, and I was afraid he was hurt?

“Um, Buttercup and Dink need to go out.”

“What?”

He looked as tired as I felt.

“They… They need to go out.”

“So? Let them out!”

“Yeah. Good idea.”

William went back to bed, and I went downstairs. Aiden was sitting up, bundled in blankets.

“We should talk about this. Make a list of what we should have done and what we need to figure out.”

I yawned. “Later.”

“It’s really—”

“Aiden, there’s paper and pens in the drawer next to the sink in the kitchen. Make all the lists you want. I’m going back to sleep.”

He just nodded. As I crawled under my blankets and grabbed my pillow, I saw him get up. It struck me that when we went into the dreams, we wore normal clothes, not the stuff we slept in. That was weird. I was back asleep in minutes, and this time my dreams were my own.
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“Cynthia?”

“Cynthia?”

After blinking a million times, I realized that Dad was talking to me. He was leaning over and really close.

“Sleeping.”

“I know. Wake up, honey.”

“What?”

“Who is Abasi Zubira and why does he think it’s your birthday?”

“What?”

“I said, who is—”

“Abasi!”

“Yes. Who is he and why does he think it’s your birthday?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Cynthia, get up and come to the kitchen.”

I’m not the best when I first wake up, so it took me a few minutes to shake off the sleep and follow him. There was a box on the kitchen table from Lighthouse Bakery. It had a vanilla cake with strawberries inside, and Happy Birthday was written on the top of the frosting.

Dad handed me an envelope. I opened it, pulled out the card, and read it.

Happy Birthday, my friend. Please call me so I can offer you my deepest wishes for a beautiful day.

Abasi Zubira

There was a number after the message.

“I, um, he’s a friend.”

“From Madagascar?”

“Is that in Africa? I guess. I’m not sure where in Africa he’s from.”

It took me a while to convince Dad that I knew Abasi and that he was my age. I told him that we met while Abasi was in Montauk visiting and had gone home. That was sort of true. As soon as I was able to get alone, I called him.

“This is Abasi. Who is calling?”

“It’s Cynthia! How did you know where I was, and how did you get the card?”

“Ah, hello my friend! You had told me your name and Montauk. You were not listed online or with most food delivery places, but I kept trying. Your family is well-known in your area, yes? No one was comfortable confirming that they could deliver to you if I didn’t have your address, but I told the nice man from the cake shop that it was your birthday. I recited the text to him, and he put it in the card. Cakes are very expensive in New York! How can people afford them?”

“That was… That was really smart. How’s your arm?” I walked to the bathroom as we spoke.

“It is fine. A little pain, but fine. My grandfather used an unguent. What do you call this thing? A poultice? Homemade medicine?”

“Abasi, I’m so sorry. I’m glad you had something to help.”

“My grandfather is very wise in these things. Do not worry. This was not your fault. It was the man with the knife. I have discussed this with Grandfather. You must consider that this man followed you into Oz. He seemed to know you. Who is he and why would he follow you? Maybe Aiden could tell you if he was part of the Oz story, but I think he wasn’t. If not, where did he come from? Is he a Dreamwalker? Was he from another dream?”

“We, we sort of met him in the hallway of the house. We jumped through the door to the land of Aladdin to get away from him.”

“Then he was likely not a product of Oz.”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“You know that there is another dwelling, yes? The opposite of where we have been?”

“The signpost said something about it. So did the man at the Dell. The House of the Wicked?”

“Yes. Where we went was a place that had doorways into dreams; the other has doorways into nightmares.”

“You think he’s from a nightmare?”

“Possibly. And if he is, he’s powerful enough to escape that nightmare and walk freely.”

A chill ran down my spine.

There was a knock on the door. I’d hidden in the bathroom to get some privacy.

“Abasi, hold on.” I turned to the door. “What?”

William called back. “I need the bathroom! You reading a book in there or something? C’mon!”

“Use the one upstairs!”

“Aiden is in there. Dad, tell Cynthia to get out of the bathroom. Her friends are using the one upstairs.”

Dad yelled out for me.

“Okay, okay, two minutes!” I went back to the phone conversation. “Abasi, can I call you back?”

“Yes, but if I am not here, I will try to see you tonight. You are seven hours behind me. I will work it out.”

“You… You still want to come with us?”

“Of course. Happy false birthday.”

I smiled. “Thanks. Happy false birthday to you.”

When I hung up the phone, I was wide awake and feeling much better. Abasi was okay, and he’d be joining us that night. My happiness lasted until I thought of the thin man with the blades and the English accent. If he had escaped from a nightmare, what did that mean?

William was sitting on the floor in the hallway, his back to the wall as he bounced a ball against the other wall, caught it and threw it again. He looked over at me.

“Finally done?” He stood, pulling his toothbrush from his pocket.

“Yeah, sorry.”

As I walked away, he called out. “Hey, hold on a sec, who is sending you cakes?”

“A friend of mine.”

“This friend has a credit card?”

“I guess.”

“Cynthia, kids don’t normally have credit cards. Do you know this person in real life or just online.”

“Uh,” I wasn’t sure how to answer that. “It’s not just online.”

“Okay, so, he’s like your age?”

“Yeah.”

“Right. Well, be careful, okay?”

“Sure. He’s fine. I’m careful.”

“Cool. The cake looks good, by the way.”

“Eat as much as you want. I’m giving the rest to Aiden and Sophia.”

William lowered his voice and almost whispered. “That girl, she’s…”

“Annoying?”

“Yeah, I guess.”

“She likes you.”

“I know.”

He went in the bathroom and closed the door behind him.

Sophia was hanging out with Dad in the kitchen. They were setting up breakfast and had oatmeal going and she was cutting up fruit. Sophia wasn’t really that good with slicing or cooking, but she was pretty enthusiastic. If Dad was doing something and needed help, she jumped in.

Aiden walked in behind me; his hair wet from the shower. He looked at the table, at Dad and at Mom, who was reading the paper while drinking tea.

“Could we maybe eat out on the deck?”

I looked outside. “Sure, I guess.”

Our deck was pretty big, and it overlooked Dad’s grills and smokers. We could see his boats and the small dock from there as we ate. Aiden pulled some paper from his pocket.

“I made up those lists.”

“What lists?”

“We were talking about what we need to think about and how to get ready. Things to make plans for. You told me you were going back to sleep and to make a list. I did.”

“Seriously?”

“Yeah. I guess you were pretty out of it.”

While he smoothed his paper out, I ate some cereal and Sophia sat watching William, who was training with Aunt Daisy. Our aunt is into fighting and is really good. Dad has pictures of her in tournaments and stuff. William has trained with her since he was really little. They tried to get me into it, but it looked boring and gross.

They both had wooden swords and were clacking away at each other while we ate.

Aiden drank some of his orange juice and got started.

“Okay. We need to stop messing around. Let’s figure this out. Cynthia, you have those sparkly sneakers and the ring. Oh, and you were kissed on the forehead by the Good Witch, and you have her blessing that is supposed to protect you. The ring also protects you, right?”

“Uh, yeah.”

“Okay, so does that stuff work everywhere or just in the places we got them?”

Sophia spoke up. “Everywhere.”

“Are you sure?”

“Of course. If I wasn’t, I wouldn’t have said it. I used the ring against the giant, remember? And the talking tiger thing.”

“Okay, fair point. So, let’s assume that they work anywhere in the dream world. What else does the ring do? The magician used it to make a snake that attacked the djinni. Can you do that?”

Sophia was quiet for a moment. “I don’t know.”

“Cynthia, does your ring do anything other than make things less… I don’t know, harmful to you?”

“Um, I don’t know either?”

“Okay, how often can you use the sneakers? Can you just jump in someplace and then jump out real quick?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know any of this.”

“Well, we need to find out. If that guy comes after us again, I want to be ready.”

Where did this version of Aiden come from? This was the same kid who went crazy on the Witch when Sophia was in danger. All of a sudden he was confident and taking charge.

“Maybe we could experiment tonight? Do you think your mom would let you sleep over again?”

“I’m not sure. Can you sleep over at our place?”

“Yeah, I think so.”

We sat there and made plans until William and Aunt Daisy walked up. They were sweaty and gross. Sophia smiled too widely.

“Hi, William.”

He looked at her. “Hey.”

“You looked really good with that sword.”

“It’s a bokken. Thanks. I’m going in.”

“Okay, talk to you later.”

He turned to me and raised his eyebrows. I knew he thought she was a little weird. “Sure.”

Mrs. Lessing was happy to have me and Dink sleep over. I packed up a bag and talked to Mom.

“Sure, honey. I’ll need you back by noon. We’re going to your grandparents for dinner tomorrow.”

“Okay. I’m taking Dink tonight.”

“Why?”

“Why what?”

She smiled and paused. “Why are you taking Dink?”

I couldn’t tell her that it was because I didn’t know if I could pull him into the dream with us from across the street.

“Uh, they have dog treats, and they need to get rid of them?”

“Is that a question? And why would they have dog treats if they don’t have a dog?”

“They’re thinking of getting a dog?”

“You understand you’re asking questions, right? Honey, it’s perfectly fine to just say you love Dink and want him with you. It can be scary sleeping at someone else’s house and Dink’s… Well, he’s Dink. Nothing bad is going to happen while he’s around. I get that.”

She was treating me like I was six, but I went with it.

“Yeah, that’s it.”

“Okay. Remember to thank Mrs. Lessing. I’ll give you some money in case they order anything. Have a great time.”

Mrs. Lessing was surprised to see Dink, but she was nice about it. We had gumbo and beignets, played some games on their console, and went to bed pretty early. All of us were pretty pumped up.

I made sure not to drink any soda so it wouldn’t keep me awake, but I couldn’t get to sleep anyway. Just closing my eyes and waiting didn’t do it. Dink was right next to me, so I left my hand on his chest and felt his heart beating. That didn’t do it.

“Aiden, you awake?”

“Yeah.”

“Do you know anything about algebra?”

“Some.”

“Can you explain it to me?”

“Sure.”

Five minutes later, I was asleep and in my dream backyard. Abasi was there, and he was watching William. Some pookahs had shown up, and they began making those hand gestures. My friend looked over the trees and passed the house. There was no giant in sight. More pookahs appeared. William was throwing a baseball to a dream version of Dad. He was always so big in William’s dreams.

Why did I always arrive in William’s dreams? It was so much more often than in Mom’s or Dad’s that it was crazy.

“Where are Aiden and Sophia?”

“They weren’t asleep yet. They… Wait. Sophia and Dink are sleeping.”

I somehow felt them, like there was an invisible rope between us that had tightened when they entered the world of dreams. Thinking of them, I pulled, and they appeared next to me. Sophia grinned widely and spun around. Stopping, she looked at me.

“You have the sneakers and ring again.”

I looked down. She was right, I did. A few seconds later, I felt Aiden. I again pulled, and he joined us.
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“Huwaaa! Huwaaa!”

We looked up and saw a winged snake with the huge fangs flying towards William. It was at least twice as big as he was. He dropped the ball, ran to the deck, and grabbed his wooden sword.

Sophia smirked and looked at me. “Take care of the goblin things. I’ve got this.”

She pulled out the wand she took from the Witch. It took her a minute to get a handle on how to use it, but soon balls of fire were flying through the air. Aiden began hurling rocks at the pookahs and I began doing the same gestures that they did, but in reverse. Abasi watched me and began doing the same thing.

The pookahs were disappearing much faster than they had arrived. We were getting better at this. Sophia hit the flying creature a few times, and it screamed out whenever she did. It dove at William; its beak was wide open, and it had row after row of teeth. It was just one more thing that didn’t make sense.

At the last second, he turned to his left and slashed at the snake thing, hitting it in the head. The creature fell to the ground. Sophia hit it with another ball of fire, and it didn’t move. William prodded it with his foot and eventually looked around. His eyes slid right past us, as if we weren’t there. The body began turning to mist and faded away.

William went back to playing catch with the dream-Dad who had been silent and still when William wasn’t paying attention to him.

Abasi looked at us. “Well, that was interesting. Are we ready to get serious?”

“Yes,” Aiden said, a rock still in hand. “Let’s figure this out. So, it seems like what is found in the Dreamworlds can go with you when you leave that particular dream. Cynthia has her shoes from Oz and her ring from Aladdin. Sophia has her ring and the Witch’s wand. Sophia, do you still have some of that gold you took?”

She didn’t answer for a second, as if she was deciding whether or not to hoard information. Sophia finally patted her pocket hard enough for us to hear the jingle of coins.

“Okay, so we know two things. If you take something from one of the worlds in that house, it stays with you when you leave.” He looked around at us as he spoke. “We also know that waking up doesn’t mean you lose it. When you come back to the Dreamworld, it’s waiting for you.”

I nodded. “This is good. We should figure out as much as possible before we… Well, before we do whatever we’re going to do. I think… Wait, hold on. He’s sleeping.”

“Who?”

“Dink. I’m going to try to bring him here.”

Abasi put his hand on my shoulder. “A moment, please.”

He kept his hand there and seemed to concentrate. “Alright, I am ready.”

“For what?”

“I’m going to try to follow you to Dink. To see your connection.”

“You can do that?”

“We shall see.”

Picturing Dink in my head, I tried to feel for where he was. It was difficult, but in ways I couldn’t describe. Dink was like a fast-moving river while the twins were deep lakes. I think it was because he’s an animal, not a person.

Finding the link between us, I pulled gently. The connection grew stronger, as if I was taking up the slack in the link. Pulling, drawing him close, almost reaching for him and… He was there, with the four of us.

Dink looked around and barked happily. Bounding over, he sniffed at William and waited for head-scratchings that never appeared. They were automatic from my brother in the real world, and Dink almost seemed sad.

Aiden looked at Abasi. “Were you able to see the connection?”

“I did!” Abasi replied, smiling.

“Can you do something with that? Can you pull Dink in now?”

“Hm, I do not know. I think it’s deeper than just seeing the connection. Dink loves Cynthia. That makes it… easier? I don’t know the right word. It removes obstacles. He’s happy to follow her.”

Aiden began pacing. “Okay, let me ask this, if Dink had been taken by the flying monkeys instead of Sophia, could Cynthia have simply brought him to her like she just did?”

“I… That is an excellent question. I don’t know.” Abasi stopped to think for a moment. “The possibility has interesting ramifications. Can she stay here while we go elsewhere, and she could pull us back to her when she would like? Can she push people instead of just pull? For example, when I was cut, could she have simply pushed me to where we are now?”

They went on and on, discussing what might be possible and what might not. As they debated, I saw Sophia staring at me, and I could almost swear that there was hatred in her eyes. She saw me and smiled; the look disappearing from her face.

“Must be nice.”

I didn’t understand what she meant. “What’s nice?”

“To have all these… gifts, abilities, powers. Must be nice.”

“Um, yeah. I guess. It doesn’t feel special.” I looked at my hands as if they might hold a clue about remarkable powers. They didn’t. “I don’t remember a time when I couldn’t enter people’s dreams. This is all sort of an expansion of that. It’s not new, just more, if that makes sense.”

“Wow. It’s not even special to you. Well, good, I guess. I’m glad you have it and that it’s so normal it’s not a big deal. We’re lucky to have you as a friend, Cynthia. Real lucky.”

I just stared at her for a second. Did she think I was an idiot? “Did you have something you wanted to say, Sophia? Did I do something wrong?”

“No, not at all.” Her sarcasm was thick enough to eat with a fork. “You’re just very special. That’s great.”

“Whatever, Sophia.” I was beginning to wonder if bringing her was a mistake.

The four of us eventually decided that we’d be more careful about taking notes and trying to figure out how things worked. Abasi seemed ahead of the curve, but he had also told us that both his father and grandfather could enter dreams. He probably had them to answer questions when I had no one. Aiden thought of weird stuff all the time, so applying it to the Dreamworld wasn’t too surprising.

“So, what are we going to do?” I scratched Dink’s ear as I spoke. “Do we go someplace new? Go back to the Dell and that weird beach? Try the house again?”

“We should go to the other house.” Sophia sounded determined. “The one with nightmares.”

“That’s a horrible idea. Why on Earth would you want to do that?”

She sighed and spoke slowly, as if I was an idiot. “Because, Cynthia, that’s where the most powerful stuff is. That’s what that guy at the beach said, and if we want to save William, we need the best stuff.”

“Yeah, and we need to be alive. We’re not helping anyone if some nightmare thing eats us or whatever.”

“Look, I get it. If you’re too afraid—”

“Does that ever work? Like, I’m supposed to be embarrassed? Yup, you caught me. I’m afraid of a world of NIGHTMARES! Great job, Sophia. Super detective work.”

She shrugged. “Fine. Let’s go back to the house and see if we can find Santa. Maybe we can apologize to William before the giant kills him.”

Aiden suddenly turned to his sister. “Sophia, shut up! Nobody is getting killed.”

I stared at her for a moment before turning and walking to the horizon. Aiden jogged up to me.

“She… She doesn’t mean to be like that. Dad called today. He kept talking about us flying down there for a weekend, and Sophia finally asked him if he was moving up here or not. He isn’t. They’re getting a divorce. She’s angry, Cynthia. It’s not you.”

I nodded and tried to smile but failed. “Okay. Thanks. Sorry about your dad.”

He was quiet for a moment before replying. “Yeah, me too.”

We made it to the road and started in the direction of the house, but things seemed off. This was our third time making the trip, but things didn’t match up. Where there had been trees the first and second time was now grass. Cobblestone road replaced the packed-dirt walkway.

I used Dink as a sort of danger-guide. If he moved along without concern, so did I. The changes weren’t bothering him, so that was a relief. When we approached the signpost, Aiden stopped and patted it.

“Hello!”

Silence.

Abasi spoke up as he walked past. “Asubuhi njema, chapisho la ishara!”

Seeing me staring, he caught up. “I wished him a good morning.”

“Oh, okay. That was Swahili?”

“Yes.”

“It sounded nice.” Sounded nice? What a stupid thing to say. Why did words just fly out of my head when Abasi was around?

“I could teach you, if you wish.”

“About the Dreamworld?”

“Uh, I meant Swahili, but yes. What I know I will offer freely.”

“I like the way you talk. It’s sort of formal, but not… cold. That makes sense, right? But sure, tell me about the Dreamworld.”

So, we talked about the legends his father and grandfather passed down to him. I learned that he had sort of adopted us as his own. He had to undergo certain rites and trials to become recognized as a Dreamwalker in his family and community, and one of those trials was that he had to find someone in the Dreamworld who needed help. The greater the threat that person faced, the more impressive his accomplishment.

I guessed that The Giant was a pretty big threat.

“You keep looking at different parts of the landscape. Is everything alright, Cynthia?”

“It’s different. Things along the sides of the road have changed. The road itself, too.”

“But the signpost was in the same place?”

“Yes.” How did he know that?

“And the house is where it should be?”

“What’s going on, Abasi?”

“People and animals and sometimes other things have dreams that they create. Like separate rooms, these dreams reside in the Dreamworld, which is more vast than any one dream. We’re not in any particular dream right now. The greater Dreamworld is what we are walking through. We, people like us, tend to impose a certain order over areas we travel through regularly. Your influence is starting to shape the Dreamworld in your eye. Things will begin to correspond to the town or city you grew up in.”

“And… Wait, really?”

He smiled that wide smile of his. “Really.”

“And we all see it this way because of me?”

“Yes, but if I push a little, I’d see it differently. Aiden and Sophia? They will always see it the way you see it. I do not know about Dink.”

“That’s sort of cool.”

Abasi continued his smile. “It is cool indeed.”

We continued walking and eventually Sophia called out.

“What’s that?”

That girl had crazy good eyes. Up far ahead, there was a boulder or something to the side of the road. As we got closer, we realized it was a small shelter. Eventually, we realized it was a roadside stand, much like the fruit and vegetable stands we saw in Montauk in the summer.

An old, gnarled woman stood behind a table in the stand and there was a sign hanging from the ceiling that read “H & G Baked Goods”.

She turned her head to the side and peered at us intently, as if only one eye worked. I could have sworn that the woman sniffed the air.

“Children?” She seemed to ask herself. “Yes, children! Come closer, children. We don’t get many customers here. I’m sure you like gingerbread? With lemon frosting? Please, help yourself!”

Her table was loaded with cookies, cakes, pies, cupcakes, and every other type of baked sweets you could imagine. I began to walk over, but Dink moved in front of me and stayed there. Sophia took my place.

“Take what you will, child. Whatever you could offer would be gratefully accepted. Where are your parents?”

Sophia pulled out one of the gold coins she took from the forty thieves and put it on the table.

“No parents, just us.”

The woman grinned. It was a repulsive thing to see. “Are… Are you orphans? Need you a place to stay and rest?”

I went to move forward again, and Dink leaned against my leg and I heard him growl. It was deep and low, but not loud. Staying where I was, I replied.

“Thanks, but we have to keep going.”

“Oh, you can spare one evening. I’ll show you the oven where I bake my goodies. You can rest up and leave in the morning with all the food you can carry. I know how difficult it must be for orphans. I’ll fatten you right up.”

Her head kept jerking back and forth as if she could barely see us, but kept trying anyway. “Come, children. We can leave now.”

Dink did that weird thing where he seemed to grow without me noticing it. Suddenly, he was bigger, which was crazy thinking of how big he already was. He almost lept forward with his front legs and slammed his paws down. They landed on a writhing tendril of black smoke that stretched from under the table.

One was around Abasi’s ankle and another round Sophia’s, who called to me.

“Let us go with her, friend. She will give us food. It’s been long and long since I have eaten. Long and long since I’ve had my fill.”

That sounded nothing like Sophia, yet the words were coming from her mouth. I looked back up at the sign and then at the woman again. I knew who she was.

“Where are the kids? You better hope they’re still alive, lady!”

“Of course, they are still alive. Everything is fine. There is no need for panic. We shall all go back to the cottage, and you shall eat until you can eat no more. It’s a wondrous place.” She stopped talking and turned her ever moving head towards me. “Who is still alive?”

“Hansel and Gretel, witch. Did you kill them yet?”

I didn’t see him move, but Aiden was at my side. He didn’t say anything, but I felt his hand brush mine as he handed me a rock.

“They… They are friends of yours? No, child. They are fine. Gretel is such an industrious girl, and Hansel has all the food he would like. Come now, let us make haste.”

Sophia seemed to spin without stepping, like she was floating in air or something. When she faced me, her head tilted like the witch’s had.

“Yes, friend. Let us go with the nice woman.”

Aiden kept up a weird dance as the tendrils would grab for him and he’d step to one side or the other. The black ropey smoke tried to reach me or Dink, but he’d bark and stop, and the smoke pulled back. Abasi was grimacing and making weird hand gestures.

My voice was cold and sharp. “Let go of my friends, witch.”

Turning, she faced me fully and stood as straight as she could. The witch wore a necklace with an amulet that had a black jewel in its center. Tiny wriggling lines of black stretched from the jewel, growing thicker as they snaked down behind the table, onto the ground and towards us.

“Or what, girl? Or what? What shall you do if I do not let go of your friends?” She’d given up pretending to be some lady selling cookies. “There is something about you and the other boy. I will make you a deal. Leave these two for me and I will let you be on your way.”

“You’re making a big mistake, lady. You have magic. I have Dink.”

I looked down at Aiden’s dancing feet and decided that I could do that.

“What is a dink? You’re not very convincing, child. Do you accept my offer?”

I leaned down and put my arm around my dog. “Get her, Dink!”

Dink was off like a rocket. The witch waved her arms like they were wings, and ravens swooped out from the trees behind her stand. They seemed almost liquid as they bent and shifted. Aiden threw his rock and hit one. It went through the raven like a ball through a cloud. The raven split into tiny pieces and fell to the ground.

I hurled mine and missed horribly. There was a small spark near my shiny shoes, and I saw the black smoke fold back into itself and move away from me. Dink jumped over the table and onto the witch. One of the ravens made it to me and tried to peck my eye. There was a small flash of light and I felt warm where the good witch from Oz had kissed me. The raven exploded, sending little ink-like drops everywhere.

“Let us go, friend. Let us eat. No more hunger. No more worries.”

Sophia was freaking me out.

Abasi kept repeating his gesture and I could see the black tendril grabbing his leg begin to fray and come apart. Aiden kept throwing rocks, and his aim was much better than mine. More and more ravens came pouring from the trees. There must have been hundreds of them. They streaked down towards us, cawing angrily when we heard the witch.

“Stop! Stop! Control your beast!”

The ravens abruptly angled upwards, flying back into the sky. The black smokey ropes flowed back towards the witch. When it left Sophia, she stumbled against the table. Aiden and I ran over and entered the stand. The witch was on the ground and Dink was on top of her, his jaws around her throat, his gooey saliva that splattered the windows whenever we went for a drive was dripping onto her neck.

“Call off your beast!”

“No, I think he’s okay where he is, aren’t you Dink? Good boy, Dink! Good boy!”

Abasi walked over and I’d never seen him look so angry. As mad as he was at the witch, he was gentle with Dink.

“Dink, it is Abasi. I am your friend, Dink. Your friend.”

He reached down near Dink’s mouth and slowly and carefully removed the necklace from the witch. We took everything off her that we could, even her shoes. We left her clothes, because it was too gross to take them, but rings, bracelets, earrings, and cloak all went on the table.

I turned to Abasi. “What do we do?”

“I don’t know. This shouldn’t be happening at all. She shouldn’t be appearing outside of someone’s dream. She doesn’t belong here.”

“So, what does that mean? How did she get here? What do we do with her? In the story, she gets pushed into the oven and dies. I’m not… I don’t know. I don’t want to kill anybody.”

“What story?”

“Hansel and Gretel. You know, with the breadcrumbs and the gingerbread house and stuff.”

“You know this story well?”

“Yeah, William read it to me when I was little. I have the book in my room.”

Abasi spoke slowly, as if still working it out. “Cynthia, I think you brought the witch here.”

“What? That’s crazy. How… Why would I do that?”

“I don’t know, but either she was powerful enough to escape the house of nightmares or something changed that allowed her to be here… somehow. And the biggest change that I know of is you.”

“Me? What do you mean, me?”

“Cynthia, you are more powerful than any Dreamwalker I’ve ever heard of. And on top of that, you have no training to control that power. You knew her story. It was very familiar to you, and you have been shaping our path this whole time to look and feel like your waking world home. Everything looks more like Montauk each time we travel, yes?”

“Well, yeah, I guess, but… I don’t know. Wouldn’t I have felt something if I did this somehow?”

Shaking his head, Abasi shrugged. “I do not know. My grandfather trained me for years, but never for something like this. You’ve been coming to Dream on your own your whole life. That should be impossible. In a few short days, you’ve learned how to pull others into the Dreamworld and how to return them. It is impressive and a little scary. If you have pulled the fabric of an entire story into the Dreamworld, well…”

“Um, okay. That’s freaking me out, but… I don’t know. I’ll try to watch for it, I guess. We have to see about the kids. I mean, I’m responsible, right?”

“What kids?”

“Hansel and Gretel. I can’t just leave them. Maybe they’re dream-people but… I have a responsibility, right? They can, like, feel things and know things. We can’t just keep going and ignore them.”

“All right, we shall follow your lead.”

We went into the woods and found her cottage. There was a boy hanging in a metal cage outside and a girl with a broom that was holding his hands through the bars. We found a key and let them loose. Aiden found a clay jar in the cottage that had gems and gold and gave a bunch to the kids.

None of us had a clue about what to do with the witch. Dink stood guard over her, which I was grateful for. Was she real? What did real even mean? Could we leave her behind to trap and hurt other kids? We finally told her we’d come back for her if she bothered anyone else, and that next time I wouldn’t stop Dink.

As we left and headed back to the road, Sophia turned, pulled out the wand and shot a fireball at the cottage. The witch came running out as it went up in flames. Abasi looked between the building and Sophia, eyes narrowed with a glare. Aiden rolled his eyes.

Sophia shrugged. “What? She took over my brain! It was like some disgusting black oil coating my mind. She loses her house and the freaking oven. If any of you have a problem with that, let me know.”

Nobody argued with her, and we were soon back on the road. As we walked, I thought long and hard about the witch. Was she real? Was she a person? In the end, I decided that it didn’t matter. I was going to treat everyone in the Dreamworld as I would if I met them in the real world. Hansel and Gretel may have shoved her in the oven in the story, but I couldn’t and wouldn’t do that.

I’d been visiting dreams all of my life, but it was a small and limited part of a vast and crazy world. I stuck to the dreams of my family and dogs and a few locations, like Dad’s boats or the dream version of my backyard. Seeing the experience through the eyes of Sophia and Aiden spooked me and reminded me of how very weird everything was.

We could walk endlessly, and my feet would never hurt. I looked at the sky and noticed that the weather never really changed.

Abasi watched me.

“It would be bad if it changes. It means that there is someone like us around and they would be very, very powerful.”

“What?”

“The weather. Dreamwalkers that can impact the weather are rare. Those that can control it are rarer still.”

“Oh. Okay. How do you know all this stuff?”

He shrugged. “I have been trained for this all of my life. You watched Cinderella or Beauty and the Beast. I listened to stories of the Dreamworld at my grandfather’s knee. On the other hand, I had to develop my ability and have been doing this for a few years. You have been doing it all your life. You are much more… natural? Is that the word?”

“Yeah, I guess.” I shrugged. “I feel like I don’t know anything. Isn’t it weird, though, that the twins are just sort of taking it in? Shouldn’t they be freaking out a lot more? I mean, they do sometimes, but not in a big way. That’s crazy, right? We helped Aladdin, went to Oz, fought a giant, and met Hansel and Gretel, and they treat it like going to a slightly more dangerous water park. Totally crazy.”

“No, it is what I would expect. You and I are our real selves here. Many of the rules of the dreamworld don’t apply to us. Aiden and Sophia are still bound to what people normally experience in dreams. Things make sense in dreams. You’re in one place, then suddenly you’re in another, or you are a grown-up one moment and your normal age the next. It’s not questioned. Most people in dreams don’t question the bizarre.”

I nodded while listening. “Can I borrow your dad and grandpa?” Smiling, I continued. “I keep realizing how little I know.”

“They would love to spend time speaking with you. You’re not the same as others, you know that, right? People like us, we struggle at first to enter the dream world. We’re taught and once we arrive, we spend much time learning to navigate. You do it naturally. Cynthia Corrigan of Montauk, you are a mystery.”

Rolling my eyes, I kept walking. “Is everyone like you where you come from? Everything coming out of you sounds like… I don’t know, like a speech or something.”

“Yes, I get this. English is not my first language, and my grandfather is a leader of our people and speaks to groups often. Maybe I mimic him too much?”

“No, it’s not bad, just different.”

He smiled, and we continued on our way.

When we arrived at the signpost it was encircled by bricks. The ones on the perimeter were painted white and something tugged and pulled at my memory. I turned to Aiden.

“Does this remind you of something?”

He looked around. “Um, the last time we were here?”

“No, I meant the bricks and the signpost in the middle like that.”

“Yeah, I get you, but just the last time we passed through.”

“Okay, but the bricks. They’re new and they look familiar somehow.”

“New? What do you mean?”

I looked at him, curious. “They’re new. They weren’t here last time.”

“Cynthia, the bricks were always here. What are you talking about?”

“What? No, the bricks…” And it hit me. It looked exactly like the flag at the front of Camp Hero, the park in Montauk. I walked over and slowly stepped on the bricks. I didn’t feel anything weird.

“So, what’s different about them?”

“Aiden… This is the first time the signpost has been surrounded by bricks and it looks just like the front of Camp Hero.”

Aiden and Sophia insisted that there had always been bricks there. Abasi smiled and raised his eyebrows when looking at me.

“The Dreamworld. It normalizes things. For them, it’s the same. And you are definitely overlaying your world onto where we travel.”

“This is too strange.”

We eventually arrived at the mansion, and I stopped everyone at one of the fountains outside the entrance.

“Look, we’re going to be super careful. If we see that English guy again, we run.” I turned to Abasi. “Is he like us? Like you and me?”

Aiden spoke before Abasi could. “I don’t think so. I think he’s native to… this. Whatever this is.”

“Really? Why?”

“His clothes, for one. They’re too old-timey. And the way he speaks, it doesn’t sound right. I know that doesn’t make sense, and this is going to sound even worse, but he just feels off. Like he’s not normal.”

Abasi nodded. “I believe you are right. We have discussed this before, but I suspect he is a creature from Nightmare who grew strong enough to escape his little world and now wanders all of Dream.”

A shiver went down my spine. “Well, isn’t that great? So, we see him, we run. No fighting, right?”

Abasi and Aiden nodded. I looked over at Sophia. She seemed irritated.

“Fine! But why do we have this stuff if we aren’t going to use it? He cut Abasi. We’re just going to ignore that?”

“Look, we have a plan. We stick to that plan. We need to get information about the Giant and tools to stop him. We’re not here to pick fights or get revenge or something.”

She shook her head slightly while rolling her eyes. “Okay, great. No fighting. Let’s go.”

After rubbing the spots behind Dink’s ears he always wants scratched, we went up the marble steps, past the columns and into the mansion. There was an echoing of our own footsteps and an occasional chirping of birds, but that was the only noise. After searching for a while, we finally found the doorway we’d entered to get to Oz.

Aiden stood near the door. “Listen, we’re here to find the Wizard and get whatever information from him we can. If that guy is still here or if the Wizard is dead, we leave. Cynthia is right. In and out. Find the yellow brick road, follow it, talk to the Wizard and go home. Agreed?”

“Yes!” Sophia barked. “Can we get on with it?”
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Aiden opened the door and stepped through. The rest of us followed and walked into a dense forest. The trees were blocking the sun and the smells of rich earth pulled at our senses. The air felt heavy and moist.

Sophia looked around. “Which way is the road? Maybe we could climb a tree and look?”

“You are far from the road, meddlers, and the Queen does not allow for trespassers, especially allies of the dwarves. Turn back, renounce your vows, and forget the existence of Snow White.”

The deep, rich voice came from behind a tree.

“Snow White? Where the heck are we?”

“You were warned!”

The arrow struck the ground near my foot. The second one hit Sophia in the arm. Dink went running towards the voice, Aiden began screaming, and I grabbed Sophia and helped her to the ground. Tears were streaming down her face, but she didn’t make a sound until she tried to push me out of the way so she could see.

She grimaced and pulled out her wand with her good hand. “I’m gonna burn you down!”

I didn’t know what else she was doing, but whatever it was felt weird. My feet felt almost attached to the ground and my hands were itchy. Something in the back of my head was buzzing. I had to calm her down.

The look on her face and the anger in her voice raised the hair on the back of my neck, and I looked around the forest in fear. Sophia was going to throw a ball of fire at someone while we were surrounded by trees.

My heart was ready to jump out of my chest and I could hear a ringing in my ears.

Another arrow struck the ground near her head, Dink barked, and Aiden stepped in front of his sister, waving his hands.

Looking down, I saw the arrowhead and part of the shaft sticking through the other side of her arm. Leaves stuck to her shirt from… from the blood. Everything grew wavery, like the air around a fire. My stomach felt empty and somehow, I could feel my hair. Aiden began yelling.

“We request parley! We… This is an official request for, you know, parley! From one queen to another.”

Sophia grunted, wand in her hand and brother blocking her view. “I’m not parleying and get out of my way. What’s a parley?”

It felt like my friends’ voices were far away, and I couldn’t understand how Sophia was doing this to me. It had to be her, right? One of the magic trinkets she kept stealing?

Aiden looked over his shoulder at her. “Official talking and I meant Cynthia, not you.”

“Of course you did,” she grunted.

There was silence from the trees.

“One monarch to another,” Aiden called out.

The voice finally called out. “Who is this queen?”

“Cynthia Corrigan, of Greater Montauk.”

Sophia sighed and rolled her eyes, but she lowered her wand. There was another pause before the deep, smooth voice continued.

“If this is a lie, I shall put an arrow through the eye of your beast. Bide a moment while I confer with Her Highness.”

Dink. He was talking about hurting Dink. My eyes fell to the blood. The itching grew and something was almost pushing through the skin of my palms.

He wanted us to wait. He wanted. Why did we care what he wanted? He shot Sophia! He was going to shoot Dink! My chest felt full somehow, and I leaned forward, hand on my knees. Abasi was gone. What had he done to Abasi?

My heart was racing, and my breath was shallow.

I couldn’t leave and go looking for Abasi; Sophia was on the ground with an arrow through her arm. I still had no idea why she wasn’t screaming and crying. Aiden had backed up and was bent over, talking to her. He carefully made sure that any more arrows towards her would have to go through him. Dink was out of sight, a target, and I was just standing there, useless.

“No.” It was a whisper, a murmur that fell from my lips to the ground to swirl through the earth and rise up through the soles of my feet. The word felt solid and rich and strong as it rose within me, carrying the power of the earth and the trees and the wind.

I thought of how Dink had fought the wolves and the talking tiger. Dink, who had always been there, Dink, who was my first friend as a child, Dink who asked for nothing, Dink who whined and slept next to me when I was sick. He was going to shoot Dink.

“No!” Flying from lips and rising; the word swirled, raged, and echoed. Wind tousled Aiden’s hair and Sophia raised her good arm to cover her face as she looked at me.

But this wasn’t her. It wasn’t Sophia at all.

It was me.

She cradled the arm with the arrow to her stomach, blood smearing, blood leaking, blood holding the dirt and leaves to her, the blood of my friend. The blood of the girl who risked everything to help William.

“NO!” Pouring out of me, it wasn’t a word, it was a declaration, a demand that the world bend to my will. The winds moved from me in a wave. The earth under my feet groaned, roiled, and rushed forward.

The man’s presence pushed into my mind, suddenly there. The threatening man was in a tree to our left. I could sense him and knew where he was. Slowly, I turned and raised my hands.

“NO!”

The earth rejected the tree and vomited it from the ground. The wind took hold, yanked and pulled it crashing, slamming and sliding back further and further into the woods. My hearing came and went as the buzzing in my ears grew and faded. I could make out the screams if I concentrated.

I felt… everything. The forest, the creatures, the dwarves, the woman in the glass coffin with the sliver of apple in her throat and most of all, the older beautiful woman in the castle who watched me through a mirror.

Somehow, I reached forward and slammed the mirror to the ground.

“Cynthia! You have to stop.”

He’d been saying this for so long, the same thing forever. The voice was familiar and hard, like metal. I pulled back from the castle. Back to the forest, back to the small clearing, and back to my friends.

I felt the arms around me, and I knew it was Abasi. “You have to stop! You’ll kill them all!”

“Abasi? I… I…”

Everything began spinning and darkness filled my vision. I felt myself falling and then nothing.

Empty. Blank. Black.

Gulping air like I hadn’t breathed in a month, I sat straight up in the bed. No whispers of dreams tempted my memories. I had dreamt within a dream, and it had been blackness. My heart slowed and my breathing calmed. The smell of soot was in the air, and the room was warm. I took one final deep breath and looked around.

Sophie sat in a fancy chair next to my bed. The room was large and made of stone. Crackling popping of drying wood came from the fireplace. It reminded me of the forest and what had happened. Quickly looking back at Sophia, I saw that her arm was bandaged, and the arrow was gone.

“Where… Where are the boys?”

A huge weight landed on the mattress and as I turned, I felt Dink’s tongue on my cheek. I hugged his huge neck and kissed his ear. When I looked back at Sophia, she was smirking.

“They got their own room, Your Highness.”

“Are we in the castle?”

Her eyes widened, and she looked around at the stone walls. “Good guess, genius. Guess you’re the smart one. Yes, we’re in the castle.”

“With the witch-queen? Why didn’t she kill us?”

“Because I would have fried her.”

“And that’s it?”

“Well, Abasi told her you’d wake up if anything happened to us. She didn’t seem afraid, really. Sort of careful would be a better way to put it. She wants to talk to you.”

“The man? The archer?”

Sophia shrugged. “I don’t know. A bunch of crows found us. One of them could talk and they led us here. I wouldn’t worry about him.” She lifted her injured arm. “He deserved whatever happened. How did you do that? The ring?”

“No. I don’t know how it happened, but it wasn’t the ring or shoes.”

She rolled her eyes again. I was really getting tired of that.

“Of course. It was more of special Cynthia being special.”

“What is your problem? I didn’t ask for any of this!”

“No, of course you didn’t. You didn’t ask for your parents, or your brother or your money, or Dink or what you can do with dreams. It was all just given to you, because you’re so damned special. You’re Cynthia, and everything is just perfect for you.”

“I’m too tired for this.” I collapsed back onto the pillows. My muscles ached, and I felt hollow somehow. “Get over yourself, Sophia. All I’ve done is try to be a friend to you.”

She shook her head but remained quiet. I must have fallen asleep and when I woke up, she was still there. Sitting on a nearby table was a pitcher and some bread.

Sophia gestured to the table. “You want some water?”

She sounded a lot less angry. “Yes, please. And anything to eat. Whatever is there. I’m starving. How’s your arm?”

“Better. Too much better. It’s just tender now. I don’t get it. One of her people took out the arrow and rubbed some black gunk on my arm. She still wants to talk to you.”

“Sophia, I don’t think I can. I still feel empty, and my hands won’t quit shaking.”

Looking at me intently, she spoke after a pause. “What if you be, like, too good to speak because you’re the queen and I talk instead?”

“You’ll need to be normal. You can’t just flip out on her.”

“I know. We’ll do it your way. I… I didn’t mean what I said before. I’m happy you have what you have.”

After taking a deep breath, I nodded. “Okay, I know this is all a lot. Don’t worry about it. Can I say one thing, though? I know you like William. Anyone who’s seen you in the same room with him knows that. And I know you don’t think I deserve to have him as a brother. But Aiden stood between you and a guy who was firing arrows at you. Maybe you didn’t do so bad in the brother department.”

“Yeah, I guess he’s pretty decent.” She gave me a small smile, and I smiled back.

While I ate bread and drank water, she got the boys. I fed Dink some bread crust. He wouldn’t leave the bed, pushing his giant head under my arm and snuggling close.

We were all together again, and I felt like Westley. I was only mostly dead. Shaking, I got to my feet.

“Okay, let’s go negotiate with the witch.”

Also, like Westley, I’d be dealing with the witch while pretending to be stronger than I was.

Abasi hugged me. “Are you alright?”

“I think so. Where did you go in the woods?”

“To try to find the man and then back to you when I felt what you were doing.”

“Abasi, how did that happen?”

“We should wait to talk until we leave this place.”

Abasi hugged me again, and we made our way to the end of a corridor where two men in medieval clothes stood at attention.

Sophia turned to me, shook her head, rolled her eyes, and looked at the men. “Queen Cynthia of Montauk will see your Queen.”

“Yes, m’lady. Please wait here,” one of them said to her while the other scurried off.

Within moments, we were in a large room filled with painted tapestries, vases, and thick carpets. The queen was in a large chair, studying a chess board. We stood there waiting. She finally picked up a piece and used it to replace a white piece. Instead of removing it from the board, the white piece seemed to almost melt, and I heard a faint screaming as it did so.

She looked up at us and I almost stepped back. The witch was almost inhumanly beautiful.

“I am pleased to see you rested, Cynthia of Montauk. Please, sit.”

On shaky legs, I walked over to a chair opposite her and sat down.

Smiling, I gestured to the board. “Chess?”

“Yes, it keeps the mind sharp. You may wish to adopt the habit. It will be important for an orphan queen to think independently and not overly rely on advisors.”

Sophia walked over to me. “She’s not an orphan queen. Her parents are alive.”

The witch raised one beautiful eyebrow. “You became a monarch through conquest? That is… something I hadn’t considered.”

A servant brought over a tray with fruit and a pitcher of wine. Another pitcher with water followed. When I took some grapes, Sophia coughed. I thought of apples and fair maidens in an endless sleep and put back the grapes.

“So, Queen Cynthia of Montauk, why are you in my demesne? Why trounce through my forests without notice? Do you seek to expand your kingdom?”

My stomach was rumbling, and I just wanted to lie down. Trying to think was hard. Sophia put a hand on my shoulder.

“The queen wished to speak with you and exchange information. It’s a Montauk custom that she speak only of the most important topics herself.”

I noticed one of the white chess pieces was an animal. Peering closer, I realized that it was Dink, and I shivered.

She refused to look at Sophia as she spoke. “And what would your queen like to know?”

“Whatever you can tell us about a giant. He has nasty birds in his beard, uses a tree trunk for a club, and stalks a young man from her kingdom.”

“He speaks with the tongue of men and has envoys that opens the gateways for him?”

Leaning to the side, I saw that Abasi was a white king while Aiden and Sophia were bishops. What the heck was going on?

“Envoys?” Sophia asked. “You mean the little ugly guys? Yeah. And he speaks English.”

The witch… Who was the pawn who screamed? Was that someone I knew? What did she do to him?

The queen leaned back and plucked a jeweled cup off the tray. “Yes, he is not a creature to be trifled with. Older than almost all of us, he is immensely powerful. Why should I risk making him an enemy by discussing him with you? We are not allies, Queen Cynthia.”

Sophia shifted to my other side before replying. “We can exchange information. We’re not asking for something for free.”

“And what useful information would a monarch of force have for me?”

“Well, the—”

“Stop. If our information is of value, do we have an agreement?” Aiden had stepped forward to speak.

The witch didn’t turn. “Who is it that addresses me?”

I spoke up. “My advisor.”

“You would do well to have him curb his tongue.”

“Do we have an agreement?”

She sighed. “I suppose. Yes, you intrigue me. We have an agreement. Tell me what you will and let us ascertain its value.”

“Aiden?” I turned to him.

“Um, yeah. So, you know that there are other… realms, I guess. Out there. Beyond this one.”

She finally turned to look at him. Something flashed in his eyes. It was deep and rich and powerful as he stared at her beautiful face.

“Boy, if I did not, how would I know of the giant? You are not the first visitor from other realms, not the first outsiders. You will not be the last. So far, you are not impressing me.”

“Right. Yeah, okay, so there is a witch who sort of is nearby. She’s evil and powerful. We can tell you what her weakness is.”

A small smile danced across her lips. “You have knowledge of the weaknesses of those who dabble in the arcane?”

“A little.”

“Continue, little man.”

“The, the Witch of the West, she can’t stand water. A small amount will hurt her, a greater amount will destroy her. We can also tell you about her… I don’t know, the stuff she can do.”

“Go on.”

Aiden told her about the flying monkeys, the wolves, and the bees she controlled. I think a lot of it was from the books he read.

She nodded to me. “I’m impressed. You’re more powerful than I had anticipated and your advisor seems informed. All right, the giant wishes to return to what it considers home. It was captured and brought from what it believes to be the real world to where it is now ages ago, before man walked the Earth. It constantly hunts beings of power to consume them and steal their essence. If it is stalking one of your countrymen, I suggest exiling this man and giving him to the giant. If that is not feasible, confront the giant where it resides. It can’t retreat elsewhere while in Uluru. It is a raw and chaotic place. Be warned, Queen Cynthia, take this creature lightly, and you are doomed.”

Uluru. My mother had been there when she was pregnant with me.

Sophia spoke up again. “Your mirror. What do you want for it?”

“What do you have to offer?” She tapped the chess piece that looked like Dink. “I will take your beast.”

My anger pushed through my exhaustion. “No, no, you won’t. Give us the mirror and we won’t aid or advise the man coming here who is going to help the girl you tried to kill.”

Both eyebrows rose this time. “As I said, you are not the first to visit my lands. Long ago, there were two brothers, liars, and scoundrels. They collected tales and made me out to be a cold villainous wretch.” She leaned towards me. “Child Queen, if I wanted Snow White dead, she would be dead. I am beautiful, yes, but I am not as vain as those brothers claimed. There was a prophecy. Snow White would be my death. So, I… immobilized her. She is not dead, she is in stasis, never waking but never growing ill, and so I live on. You see, I am merciful where those canard-spinning fablists considered me vain.”

“I… okay.”

“Tell me who this is that comes, promise not to aid him, and I will give you a mirror similar to the one I use.’

I looked at Abasi, who nodded his head, so I continued.

“I don’t know his name, but he’s a prince, and he’s going to come across the glass coffin. He’ll wake her up and they’ll get married.”

She thought for a moment. “And you know this prophecy to be true?”

“Um, yeah, it’s pretty powerful stuff. Nobody questions it where I’m from.”

“And you swear to not offer him aid, advice, or succor?”

“Absolutely.”

She called over a servant, who walked quickly from the room. He soon returned with a mirror with a long white handle that had detailed silver engravings.

“There is your mirror, Queen Cynthia. Our parley is over. Take your retinue and leave.”

“Wait, hold on. What’s with the chess set?”

The witch smiled. “Our bargain is completed. I owe you nothing. My hospitality is at an end.”

Standing up, I made sure my friends were touching me somehow. Knocking the shoes together, I said the words again.

“Take me home, take me home, take me home.”
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If you didn’t live it, the image would be funny. The five of us all in contact, arriving in the dream-backyard, stumbling, and trying to keep our balance. Dink’s tail touching my leg, my hand on Abasi’s shoulder, and so on.

In reality, it was terrifying and made my stomach roll. I wasn’t made to be here and then instantly there. It was foreign, alien, and somehow just wrong. Taking a deep breath, I looked around while my stomach settled. The Giant had returned.

Dad’s fishing boat and the clammer were both on their sides and sinking in the water. The docks had huge holes in them, as if they’d been stomped by oversized feet. Turning quickly to the house, I panicked when I saw the destroyed deck and the entire back wall missing. I could look from where I was, right into the kitchen.

“No, no, no, no!”

Abasi grabbed me and made me look at him. “Go! I will send Aiden and Sophia back to their bodies.”

I ran to the remnants of the deck and climbed up to the kitchen. Scrambling to my feet, I got to the stairs and took them two at a time.

“Please be okay. Please be okay. Please be okay.”

Yanking William’s door open, I saw him lying on the ground, blood coming from his nose. The wall behind him was missing, and I realized it was the perfect height for a giant to punch his fist through. William wasn’t moving.

“Help!” I screamed and looked out the hole in the wall. In the distance, I could see Mr. Oneiropólos in the dream version of his own backyard. I could see him clearly despite the distance. His eyes were as black as a cloudy midnight sky. He took off his hat and bowed slightly in my direction, turned and went into his home.

I didn’t know how to check to see if William was breathing. I didn’t even know if people breathed in the dream world. Kneeling at his side, I gently put my hands on his head. I don’t know what I did or how I did it, but I somehow pushed.

It was hard to get the words out past the lump in my throat. “Wake up, William! Wake up.”

And he was gone, disappeared from the Dreamworld.

I wasn’t sure how or why, but I was getting better and stronger. Concentrating, I was able to send myself back to my bed at the Lessings’, awake again and shaking. Jumping out of bed, I ran out of the house and across the street, through our door, and upstairs. William was on the floor, not moving, his nose and mouth covered in blood.

“William, please… Just, please get up. Please. Mom! Dad!”

When I turned to yell again, I saw that Dink had followed me home. He pushed his nose into me and began whining. Mom and Dad came running into the room. She screamed and Dad went to get his phone. An ambulance showed up a few minutes later and Aunt Daisy was there by the time they were carrying William out.

Looking across the street, I saw Sophia hugging Aiden, and it looked like she was crying.

Mom and Dad followed the ambulance in their car and Aunt Daisy put her arm around my shoulder to lead me back inside. When I turned, I saw a light go off in Mr. Oneiropólos’ house.
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William was home the next day, but he looked horrible. There were dark spots under his eyes, and he kept rubbing them all the time. I had to repeat what I was saying to him a few times and he couldn’t concentrate.

“I just… I need some sleep. I haven’t been sleeping so good.”

The doctor said he fell out of his bed, and they were concerned that he was anemic, which had something to do with iron in your blood. They did a bunch of tests, but Mom pulled some strings and got them to let her take him home. They gave a lot of money to the clinic every year and we knew the people in charge. A nurse was staying with him, and he was lying down on the couch.

I should have done something, anything, to help. He was like this because I hadn’t stopped the Giant.

“Can you… Maybe I can make some soup. Are you hungry?”

He just shook his head. When I’m nervous, I make something in the kitchen. It helps calm me down.

“Maybe a sandwich? I can use the panini press.”

“No, I’m just really tired, but I can’t fall asleep. Do we have any juice?”

“I’ll get it!”

After bringing him the glass, I sat on the loveseat and watched TV with William. I needed to talk to Abasi, but he was seven hours ahead of us and he was probably asleep. How did he manage to be in the dream world at the same time as us every night?

The Giant seemed to be getting stronger and was hurting William more and more. We needed to end this soon.
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I was sleeping again. Somehow, our dream-house healed. Parts of the back wall and the deck were still missing, but the dock was fine, and the boats were almost upright. I sat near the water, my feet in the sandy grass and Dink by my side.

Nothing made sense. Why didn’t the Giant just crush William? What did he even want? How would hurting William help the Giant enter the real world? How was the Giant able to see me? Why did some of the people in the Dreamworlds in the mansion know real things and others only knew what happened in their story? Were they real people; did it matter if they were hurt?

How could we possibly stop the Giant? I had some teleporting shoes that looked like Keds, a mirror that might be magic, and a ring that protected me. Sophia had another ring and the wand. At least she could shoot lightning or fire. Compared to a giant that used a tree as a club, we had nothing.

“Is he all right?”

It was Abasi. I didn’t bother turning around. He was talking about William, and I kept looking out at the water as I answered.

“No. Not at all. He… Abasi, he looked so weak. It was horrible. He said he hadn’t been sleeping for a while. Dad had to call an ambulance. He was on the floor and, and he wasn’t moving and… There was blood everywhere. I can’t take this. I can’t. We have to do something.”

“I agree. There should be one more trip to the large house. Find tools or allies and then we shall confront this Giant.”

“We can’t. Even if we found something to help, we can’t. Whenever we leave, he’s attacked. I can’t go. I have to stay here.”

“I shall stay. You take Dink and the twins.”

Smiling sadly, I finally turned to him. “That’s great, really, but you can’t fight the Giant.”

He tilted his head and smiled back. I’d forgotten how nice his smile was.

“I don’t have to. I just have to defeat the pookahs and that I can do.”

“You think that’s enough?”

“Yes. I believe that the Giant needs them to come here.” He waved towards the house and the backyard. “And he needs them to stay here. He’s getting stronger, so that need may be lessening, but for now he still needs them.”

He sat down beside me and scratched Dink’s ear.

“You go, my friend. Find something to help your brother. I will stay and watch over your home. If I need you, you can use your shoes to come right back.”

“How will I know if you need me?”

“Isn’t that what magic mirrors are for?”

“Um, actually, I have no idea.”

I pulled the mirror out from the pocket of my jacket and cleared my throat.

“Mirror, mirror on the wall—”

The mirror grew cloudy. “Look, kid, you don’t need all that mirror, mirror stuff. Whaddya want?”

It sounded like one of the cab drivers we got in the city sometimes, with a deep scratchy voice.

“Uh, I, I’m not sure what to say. Or ask, I guess. Can you, like, look at things from far away and tell me what’s happening?”

“Easy. Not a problem.”

“So, if I asked you to tell me what was happening with Abasi, you could let me know?”

“What’s an abasi?”

He spoke up. “Mirror, I am Abasi.”

The mist in the mirror swirled whenever it spoke. “Oh, well sure then.”

“How far away will it work? Can Abasi be here while I’m at the mansion?”

“It’s all relative, kid. Distance doesn’t mean much here.”

“So, that’s a yes?”

It sighed, which was weird. “Yeah, I can see him regardless of distance.”

Looking back to the water, I was quiet for a while as I thought.

“We don’t have a choice, do we?”

“No, I do not believe we do.”

“Why does the door not go to the same place?”

He shrugged. “I’m no expert, my friend. I believe it may have to do with positioning of popularity. That door may open to the thirtieth most popular dream, for example. One day that is Oz, the next it is Snow White.”

“I hadn’t thought of that. Maybe. It makes as much sense as any of this craziness. You know, I never thought this, all of this, was weird. I’ve been coming here for as long as I could remember, back to when I was a baby. But seeing it with Aiden and Sophia made me realize how odd it all is.”

I picked up the mirror. “We have a talking mirror from a fairy tale, Abasi. A giant visits my backyard at night. My freaking dog was talking!”

“Dink talked?”

“Yeah, once when we were going to be attacked by that tiger thing. I don’t know. Sometimes I feel like if I just listened a little harder, I’d be able to understand him.”

“That is… interesting.”

“So, one more time?”

“I think so. And listen to Aiden. He is very smart. Let him know we need something to put us on equal footing with the Giant. Depend on him for advice, but Sophia will take action. Use them both.”

I nodded. “And you can stop the pookahs by yourself?”

“Now that I know what to do, yes, I believe so.”

“Okay.” I felt tired and sad, like we were approaching an ending that we knew was going to be bad. “I’ll get Dink and the twins.”

Standing, I brushed off my pants. Did grass in a dream stain? Who knows?

“Abasi?”

“Yes?”

“Are they alive? Did we kill that witch in Oz? Did Dink kill those wolves and flying monkeys? Did that wizard fighting Aladdin die? Are they… I don’t know, are they real? Like people?”

He shrugged again. “I do not know. I am not sure if anyone knows. I will ask my grandfather.”

I walked up to the wreckage of the deck and rubbed the smoker while thinking about Dad. What would he think about this? What would Mom think? I couldn’t let this thing murder my brother, but I couldn’t just go around hurting and killing people just because they were from dreams. What made a person a person?

Reaching and pulling was so much easier now. Aiden and Sophia popped into the backyard and then I reached for Dink.

Aiden looked at me. “How is William?”

“Not good.”

Sophia turned away. “I… I was with him when you pulled me here. In my dream. He was in a big comfy chair, playing video games with Aiden. He was happy.”

“That wasn’t him, Sophia.”

“I know.”

I sighed. “Okay, this is going to be the last trip. Abasi is going to stay here and try to stop the pookahs who bring the Giant while we head back into the mansion to get something to help. You ready?”

We had some trinkets against a giant. That wasn’t going to be enough. It was four kids and a dog trying to save William from an ancient evil. People had gotten hurt, but mostly this had been an adventure. The fun times visiting stories were over. We had one last chance to get something useful before we faced The Giant.

The twins seemed eager and determined, so I forced a smile on my face, and we headed towards the road. It was paved this time, and the dirt and grass on the sides were broken up by white fences. More and more, the Dreamworld was looking like Montauk. When we got to the signpost, there were two benches and a flagpole on the bricked circle, mirroring the street sign at the corner of Edgemere and Montauk Highway.

I sat down on one of the benches and just looked around, wondering if I’d ever be able to come here again. My friends continued standing, and I realized how much that word meant. Friend. They stood by my side even after both of them were hurt. Even after Sophia was abducted by the flying monkeys. Like William, they deserved better than me.

“Hey, I should have said this earlier, but thanks. You guys didn’t have to come with me. Um, this… This is the end. I’m going to send you back. Me and Dink are going to go the rest of the way by ourselves. I don’t know what to say. You, the both of you, you were with me every step of the way. I don’t know how to say it, but if I could go anywhere and choose anyone for friends, it would be the two of you.”

I looked around us at the signpost, the now-paved road, the bricks, and where we had come from. “You want to just sit here for a little while? One last time here before you go back?”

Aiden was staring at me, angry and quiet. He finally exploded.

“You’re just going to make decisions for us now? We don’t get a vote? Did you even wonder why we’re here? Here’s a clue, Cynthia. We’re not here for you. We’re here for William. We’re not going back. It’s all of us, together until the end.”

That was a little harsh, but fair. What I didn’t like was his attitude. I was so, so tired. It felt like I’d been carrying a mountain on my back since I’d first seen the Giant.

“How am I the bad guy? I don’t want you to get hurt again, either of you. You never should have been. Look, what sort of chance do we have against The Giant? Small? None? You’re the smart one, Aiden, how is this going to turn out? Maybe I have one thing I can do. Maybe I can keep you guys safe, from whatever is in the mansion and from The Giant.”

Sophia laughed, and it was dark and hurtful. “It’s all about you. It always was. You pulled us into William’s dream, no problem. He was important to you, so you did it. You could have pulled us into our dad’s dreams. We could have fought for him. We could have made him love us. But no, that wouldn’t have helped you, right Cynthia? No, we’re not going anywhere. We’re going to find a way to help William.”

“I… That’s crazy. I’ve never even met your dad. How was I going to get into his dreams or make him love you or whatever?”

“Did you even try? Did you ask if we wanted you to try? Did you care, Cynthia? Just drop it and let’s keep going. We’re in this together.”

Aiden put his hand on his sister’s shoulder and closed his eyes for a second. “It’s okay. Look, we’re all tired and overwhelmed and worried. Cynthia doesn’t know about Dad. That’s our situation. We’ll deal with it. It’s not her fault, Soph. And she can’t help being who she is. I’d like to be able to do what she does too, but I can’t. That’s not her fault.”

He looked at me. “You can’t just make decisions for us. I know you’re worried, but we get to choose. Otherwise, we’re… I don’t know, puppets or something. We’re all here for the same reason: to help William. Us fighting and arguing doesn’t help anything. C’mon, one last adventure. The three of us, together. And Dink, of course.”

I could have sent them back whether they wanted to go or not, but I honestly didn’t know what the right thing to do was. They wanted to help William. I guess part of me always knew that, but a bigger part of why they were here was to help me. At least that was what I thought. Did I have the right to push them away when they wanted to help my brother?

I took a deep breath. “Alright, let’s go. One last trip to the mansion and then to The Giant.”

Getting to my feet, I looked at the signpost again. “Thanks. We appreciate your help. Good luck with your, um, directions and stuff.”

There was a creaking, and the signpost spoke once more. “I know all the places, child. Uluru is wild and chaotic. It is a place of pure will. If you must go there, keep that in mind. Reality there must be tamed and forced into place. Do not let The Giant dictate what is and what is not.”

“I, uh, okay, thanks. Can you maybe explain what you mean?”

It sighed. “Not in a way that you would understand. Just remember my words.”

“Yeah, of course. Thank you. It’s… I’m not sure what to say. Thanks.”

“You are welcome, child. Be careful and remain safe.”

Tigers, flying monkeys, signposts, and witches. Who were we going to talk to next?

We continued on our way and, for the first time, I could see the Montauk Lighthouse in the distance. Hazy and indistinct, it seemed to be directly behind the mansion. I stopped and pulled out the mirror.

“Mirror, show me Abasi.”

“Hey, you got it working?”

I smiled at Aiden. If he was talking to me again, I was happy. “Yeah.”

Mist covered the mirror and then faded away to show Abasi standing on the dock in my backyard, flinging pebbles into the water. Great. Let him continue to be bored. It was much better than him having to stop The Giant.

“Okay, let’s go.”

As always, it was hard to determine how long we’d been walking before we came to the fountains and bushes outside the large marble house. The ghostly outline of the lighthouse rose over the building, and I tried to figure out what it meant that everything here was resembling home.

Everything looked healthy and strong here. The bushes were thick, the grass was a rich green color, and the marble fountains were clean and white. If there was another building that housed nightmares, I wondered if it would be the opposite. In the distance, past the mansion, I saw ghostly images of seagulls in the sky.

There was so much I didn’t understand. One of the few things that I was certain of was that the Giant was more successful every time he came after William. How he hadn’t finished it and… and permanently hurt my brother was something I couldn’t wrap my head around. It seemed impossible that we’d arrived in the nick of time every single time he’d appeared.

Shaking my head, I continued towards the house. Dink raced by me, jumped in the air and landed in one of the pools with a fountain. Water splashed everywhere and he started barking and turning around in a circle.

“Dink, c’mon. Get out of there.”

He walked to the edge, stopped and barked at me. Walking over, I reached for him, but he backed up. When I leaned over to grab his collar, he flopped down, splashing me. Tilting his head, he looked me in the eyes before barking again.

Standing straight, I looked down at him with water dripping down my face. I tried to be stern. I tried to be disgusted. Instead, I burst out laughing. Jumping in, I splashed him. Still in the pool, he ran around the fountain and nipped me on my butt.

“Look, Magic Girl, we have stuff to do. Play with your dog some other—”

I couldn’t stop laughing when her eyes went wide as my splash drenched her.

“You… You…”

We lost our minds for a while as she got to the edge of the pool to splash me, and Aiden pushed her in. It was a free-for-all as we got soaked and laughed until we were exhausted. Laying on the thick grass, we tried to dry up. The shadow that had been growing ever darker over my life pulled back and it was again just me, my friends, and my dog.

Sophia was the first to speak. “We better get going.”

Placing my hand on her arm, I looked at her. “That was fun.”

Smiling, she looked like the old Sophia. “It was.”

Going inside, we headed directly to the same door we’d used before. If our suspicions were correct and what was behind the door shifted each day, it didn’t matter which one we chose. Still, we went with what we were comfortable with. There was no tall thin English guy with knives and no Santa. Just us and the echoes of our footsteps.

I took a deep breath.

“Listen, before we go through the door, I want to say thanks again. When we’re done with all of this, if we can figure out how to help with your dad, I’ll do it.”

Sophia looked down the hallway and then back to me. “Don’t worry about it. I’ve got a plan.”

I wanted to ask about her plan, but the time didn’t seem right. We needed to get in there, get help, and get back to Abasi.

“Okay. Ready?”

They both nodded. I opened the door and stepped through. It looked like we were back in the castle with the queen witch who poisoned Snow White. Tapestries hung from the stone walls and there was a super large bed with silk hanging down around it. Nobody else was in there with us. Dink went over to a table and pulled off what looked like mutton.

“Dink! Leave that alone. C’mon.”
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Walking to the big wooden door at the other end of the room, I grabbed the metal handle. Before I pulled it, I turned back and looked at the room. Where we had stepped through had what looked like a red electric rectangle twice as big as I was etched into the wall. Could we return that way? If the sparkly shoes stopped working, we’d find out.

Pulling the door open, we walked out into a hallway. Unlike the queen’s castle, people and voices were everywhere. Servants in the hallway stopped when they saw us and bowed.

“M’lady,” was repeated often.

At the end of the hallway were stone stairs leading down. More voices were at the end of the stairs, and I looked at the twins. Aiden shrugged.

“Let’s go!” Sophia almost pushed past me.

When we got to the bottom of the stairs, we followed another short hallway. Passing a kitchen, we finally walked into a large hall with a tremendous round table. Men with swords were sitting and standing while arguing. Everyone grew quiet when they saw us.

As beautiful as the queen had been, the man who jumped to his feet was just as handsome.

“Nimue! You honor us, m’lady.”

Nimue? Who the heck was Nimue?

Aiden stepped to my side. “They think you’re the Lady of the Lake. We’re in Camelot.”

“The who in the what?”

“It’s… Just go with it.”

The hall was large and there were other tables behind and to the sides of the round table. Men and women packed the smokey room, but they didn’t seem to be having a good time. Many of the men wore bandages and seemed injured.

The man who stood knelt on the floor. “Sir Bedivere!”

Another man walked forward, looking at almost everything but me. He knelt next to the first man, who spoke up.

“My lady, Sir Bedivere returned to you Excalibur. How else may we serve you?”

I looked at Aiden, who frowned and shook his head. Looking back at the knight, I answered. “I don’t have Excalibur.”

The man I now knew was Sir Bedivere lowered his head to the floor. “I… I could not be sure of the right area to throw the sword. It… It could have been lost forever or taken up by Mordred. I—”

The first man abruptly stood. “Enough!” He looked at me. “Arthur is dead, Camelot is tottering, and this fool could not do as he was bid. Our time is over, Nimue, but I swear you shall have back the sword. Bedivere, go and return with Excalibur or you shall not live out the night!”

Bedivere also stood, looking at the first man. “Lancelot, I never—”

“Go!”

I sat and listened to Lancelot talk about his history with Nimue. Nodding and smiling, I tried to speak as little as possible. It seemed she was a queen or something, and he had lived with her when he was a kid. She brought him here and had King Arthur make him a knight.

Thankfully, Bedivere returned quickly with what I assumed was a sword wrapped in embroidered blankets. He knelt in front of me, lifting up the bundle.

“My apologies, my lady.”

Taking the bundle, I felt my arms tingle. The blankets were warmer than the room and I felt like I’d had a half-gallon of iced tea. Not jittery, but excited and alert.

Lancelot spoke again. “And you have the scabbard? Morgan returned it to you?”

Aiden nodded, so I replied positively. “Um, yeah. Got it.”

“Excellent. Must you return to Avalon this evening, or can you stay with us? The land is wounded and your company would be a boon.”

Aiden spoke up. “No, we’ve got to get going. Uh, does anyone know where Merlin is?”

Lancelot looked from Aiden to me. I liked watching his face. He was the nicest looking man I’d ever seen.

“I understand. Your ways are not ours and you must return to the Isle of Avalon. And no, I am not aware of Merlin’s whereabouts. Has he returned to Camelot now that he is no longer needed?”

“No,” Aiden responded. “I guess not.”

“Lady Nimue, I feel in my bones that my time grows nigh. Take back your ring. Gift it to another, someone who will not betray their liege.”

He pulled off a ring and held it out to me. Aiden questioned him gently.

“Um, Sir Lancelot, what does the ring do?”

“My lady knows. She was the one who gifted it to me. It dispels enchantments.”

“Right. Of course. Okay, well, we’ve got to get going, right Nimue?”

We all stood looking at each other.

“Nimue?”

“Oh, right. Sorry. Yes, we have to be getting back. To, uh, Avalon.”

I took the ring, thanked Lancelot, and we went back up to the room. It was probably the wrong move since we just told everyone we were leaving. Hopefully they thought this Nimue lady was too important to question.

The door was still in the wall, outlined by the glowing lines.

Sophia put her hand on my shoulder. “Wait. Why don’t we use the mirror?”

“Right. Yeah, we should have done that already.”

Taking out the mirror, I had it check on Abasi. The glass grew cloudy again and then cleared and could see him by the tree near our shed. He was picking up sticks and hurling them into the water. Abasi was obviously still bored, which was a good sign.

Sophia continued. “Uh, great. That’s what I meant. Check on Abasi. But as long as you have the mirror out, why don’t you see if it can find Merlin?”

Aiden moved towards his sister. “That’s actually a good idea.”

“Okay, I guess. Mirror, where is Merlin?”

It grew cloudy for much longer this time and when it cleared up, we only saw trees.

“Is he in the trees?”

The mirror spoke, shocking me so much I almost dropped it. “Oh yeah, he’s in the trees alright. Well, one tree. See that elm a little off center? That’s where he’s hanging out.”

“Oookkaayy. Listen, why do you talk like that?”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know. Like… Modern? Everyone else around here is all stiff and sounds like they’re in a movie.”

“Beats me.”

I sighed. “Okay, whatever. How far are we from those woods?”

“Around three leagues.”

I was growing frustrated. “A league? What’s a league? How many miles?”

“No idea.”

Aiden knew. “It’s about ten, I think.”

“How long will that take us?”

“Um, three hours?”

It was gross, but I had to ask. “Okay, and he’s actually inside the tree?”

“I think that was the story. Arthur’s sister put him in the tree. She’s a—”

Sophia rolled her eyes. “Let me guess, a witch?”

“Yeah. I guess we’re running into a lot of witches.”

I agreed. “Yeah, a whole lot.”

“Um, before we continue, can I see it?” Aiden looked from me to the bundle.

“The sword?”

He looked shocked. “Of course, the sword! It’s Excalibur!”

“Sure, I guess.”

There was a moment where they just stared at me. Even Dink put down the bone he’d grabbed from somewhere. Eventually, Aiden continued.

“So, are you going to show us?”

“Oh, yeah.” For some reason I was reluctant to put the bundle down. I forced myself to lay it on the bed and when it was out of my arms, I felt odd, empty somehow. Taking a deep breath, I pulled back the blankets it was swaddled in. There was nothing I could point to and say, ‘There, that’s what’s different about Excalibur’. It looked like a sword, but I couldn’t pull my eyes away.

Sophia stepped forward and ran the back of her fingers along the blade. Her eyes were wide, and her mouth was slightly opened. Reaching over, I lifted her hand.

“This weapon was not made for you.”

I didn’t know where those words came from. They just popped out of my mouth. Still, they felt right. She shook off my grip but didn’t reach for Excalibur again. Aiden stood staring at it, his hand inching towards its hilt. Stopping himself, he backed away.

“It’s beautiful.” He whispered.

Nodding, I agreed.

Dink was the only one who seemed not to care. I heard him snuffle, and he pushed his head under my hand. Looking down at him pulled me from the attraction of the sword. I scratched his ear and then rewrapped Excalibur.

It took all of us a moment before we felt ready to speak.

Sophia looked at me. “What the heck was that? Did you do something to me?”

“No. I… I think it was the sword. Did you feel foggy in your head and like something important was happening?”

“Yeah.”

“Weird.”

Aiden took a deep breath. “Alright, we should get going.”

Sophia looked from her twin to me. “Right. But don’t ever put your hands on me again. All these people think you’re the magical dream girl, but I know who you are. You’re Cynthia, the kid across the street who needs our help to save your brother. If I want to touch something, I’ll touch it.”

Rolling my eyes, I picked up the bundle. “Whatever, Sophia. Let’s go.”

Men and women bowed as we passed them in the hallways, and I was wearing my new ring as we walked out of the castle. I’d noticed Aiden looking at the men with bandages.

“I don’t think we could have helped them.”

He nodded. “Yeah. Maybe if we arrived earlier. I think they just had the battle where King Arthur died. Lancelot arrived with his armies but was too late.”

“How do you know all this stuff?”

Sophia snorted. “I told you; he’s always reading. I mean, all the time. It’s a sickness. He’s been like that since we were like three.”

“Well, it’s helped. Thanks, Aiden.”

He smiled. “It’s not a big deal.”

“It is, really. Thanks. Abasi mentioned it too. And Sophia, I can’t believe how brave you are. Nothing slows you down. You’re both… I don’t know. It means a lot that you’d do this. All of it.”

She frowned, but I think she was faking it. I knew Sophia well enough to know she was happy I noticed how brave she was. “I already told you we’re doing this for William.”

“Right. Well, thanks anyway.”

I had the mirror out and kept asking it for directions. It wasn’t always accurate, but we only had to follow a path most of the way. We crossed a small river, and the woods grew thicker and thicker around us. Eventually, much of the moonlight was blocked.

“You think the constellations are the same?”

I turned to Aiden. “What?”

“The stars. Are they the same here as the real world? Or even other dreams?”

“I don’t know. Does it matter?”

“No, I guess not. Just wondered.”

“Could the two of you shut up?” Sophia was almost whispering. “Have you noticed how cold it’s gotten? That doesn’t happen in the dreams. And I keep hearing something, like screaming or something, but it’s really faint.”

Aiden and I looked at each other and remained quiet while we tried to listen. She’d been right. The temperature had dropped. I didn’t hear anything, but she’d said it was faint.

I had the mirror show us Abasi, and he still looked bored. It then directed us off the path and into the woods. We stopped talking almost entirely, the only voices being mine and the mirror’s. Eventually, we saw a silvery light ahead and an opening in the forest. We were approaching when a woman’s voice rang out.

“Welcome, Cynthia. No need to scrape and bow, come to us as a peer and an equal. Step into the circle, child.”

I stopped. After a second, I whispered to the mirror. “Who’s in that clearing?”

“The nine witches of Ystawingun and Morgan le Fay.”

Well, that didn’t sound good.

“Come, girl. Join us.”

Aiden was wide-eyed, and Sophia had her wand out. A murmuring or chanting began, and it sounded like a lot of people. I began to feel strange, as if I couldn’t feel anything, but I knew that I could. The ground under my feet and my hand on Dink felt normal, but something was definitely different.

The voice grew harsh and almost snarling. “I said COME!”

My head and shoulders snapped back, and I was being dragged through the grass and dirt into the circle by something I couldn’t see. Collapsing on the ground, I rolled onto my back and saw a beautiful woman with long black hair and a long green dress. One side of her lip was curled up as she looked down at me.

“There you are! This is what you bring, Cynthia? A dog, a boy, and a girl with trinkets? Why on earth was the Queen so frightened of you? I shall return to her the mirror you took, take Excalibur for my own, and add you to my growing copse. You have given her the keys to take Oz, but I shall use you to escape this realm and enter yours. Yes, I know all about you, Cynthia of Montauk.”

She waved a hand, and I flew through the air, slamming into a tree. It hurt so badly. I lay on my side, trying to breathe somehow, still feeling as if something inside of me was gone or missing. Part of my mind kept searching and pushing and reaching for something that wasn’t there. Rolling over, I looked at the woman.

Morgan walked towards me, taking her time, smiling as her long black hair shrouded most of her face. In the middle of the clearing sat a bunch of women, watching her and chanting.

“Thank you for the gift, child. Camelot is gone, Merlin feeds me his power, and soon you shall as well. Do you feel that? Can you tell what it is? They have cut off your connection, Cynthia. You are… normal. Just a sad little girl that shall forevermore be locked inside a tree, growing slightly madder each day.”

The chanting grew louder, and I suddenly understood. They were singing to me and about me, pushing down, locking me in a prison. What I had been born with was being blocked. Looking up, I saw a gray tree next to the one my back was to. Two knots sat over a line, looking remarkably like a face.

A ball of fire arced towards the woman. She laughed, waved her hand, and it disappeared. “You come to me here and expect your trinkets to make me tremble? I am Morgan le Fay and you—” She spun, made a gesture, and Sophia flew into the clearing, three feet off the ground and clutching her throat. “You are nothing!”

With a flick of the woman’s wrist, Sophia flew into a tree. Aiden came running towards the woman and she whispered some words. He froze in place.

Finally able to gather some strength, I whispered. “Help me. Please. Help me.”

There was a baying followed by howling and I could have sworn that the tree shook. The chanting faltered, and I felt something seeping back into me.

“Dink will kill you, Evil!”

He came running straight towards Morgan. She backed up closer to me.

“What… What is that?”

Despite my pain, I could feel my lips curl. “That’s my dog, bitch!”

Sparkling blue lines ran down his back as he ran. She raised her hands and pulled them down quickly. Lightning fell from the sky, striking Dink. Yelping, he rolled but was back up immediately, again running towards her.

“No, no, no! Die, beast!”

As she raised her hands again, the chanting returned. I tried to push myself up to my feet, but I’d hurt my wrist. Looking down at my hand, I saw Lancelot’s ring. Why wasn’t it working? I noticed Sophia and saw her trying to sit up. She didn’t look good. Grabbing her hand, she twisted her ring, and a bolt of lightning flew out and hit one of the women sitting in the circle in the center of the clearing.

The chanting lessened in volume, and I could again hear Dink speaking instead of growling.

“No hurt Good Girl, Evil! Dink will destroy you!”

Crawling to the tree next to me, I made a fist and touched it to the bark. With my other hand, I twisted Lancelot’s ring the way Sophia had twisted hers. There was a loud creaking, followed by a breaking noise. Wood flew everywhere, and as I lay on the ground, I saw two feet in boots and the bottom of a robe. Looking up, I saw a man with a long beard and a mustache.

And he was furious.

“Morgan!” His voice was like thunder.

“MORGAN!”

She turned from Dink, who was low to the ground and growling, stalking her, and towards the man. Morgan looked terrified. Dink jumped forward and bit her leg.

Like Morgan had done moments ago, Merlin raised his hands high. “Retreat, beast!”

Dink shook his massive head, and Morgan fell to the ground. Letting go, he backed up, tense as if he was going to jump at her again. Merlin seemed to pull down on a stiff cord that I couldn’t see, and lightning fell, striking Morgan and then crashing from the sky into woman after woman in the circle.

He screamed to the sky, head back, and raised his arms again. “Me! You imprisoned me! I loved you!”

Yanking his hands down again, more lightning struck the witch and her friends. My ears were ringing, and everything turned white. As my vision cleared, I saw Aiden crawling towards Sophia. He lay on top of her, his back to Merlin and Morgan.

I pulled and clawed at the ground, crawling around to the other side of the tree. Wood and dirt were flying everywhere, as Merlin called down destruction.

The noise almost drowned out my voice. “Dink! Dink, come here.”

He howled, looking as angry as Merlin. Ignoring my call, he leapt forward, landing on Morgan, her throat in his jaws.

Merlin looked down at him, hands raised again. He was breathing heavily and seemed to be struggling to not pull down more lightning.

“No, Beast. She is mine. I shall deal with her.”

Stepping forward, he grabbed her by the hair and dragged her towards where I hid.

“This is the tree you’d prepared for the child, betrayer? Fitting.”

Lifting her high with one hand, he pushed her against the tree.

“No, Merlin, no. I love you. It was a mistake. I swear, I—”

His other hand made a circling gesture and began to glow blue. The blue extended past his hand into a circle on the tree, odd symbols forming on its surface. Moving to the side, I could see Morgan almost sinking into the tree.

“Enough of your lies, betrayer. Enough of you. Enough of Morgan le Fay, faithless lover, faithless sister to the King, faithless mother to Mordred.”

The glowing circle grew brighter, and the wood seemed to split and swallow her whole.

He turned towards the women who had been chanting. They were sprawled on the ground, dead or unconscious. Aiden stared up at Merlin in awe, and Sophia grimaced while holding onto her side.

“Rise, children. I am in your debt. Come with me back to Camelot and I shall offer you unguents for your wounds and grant you any boon within my power.”

Getting to my knees, I leaned against the tree and tried to stand. Realizing it was meant to entomb me, I shuddered and stepped back. I managed to stay upright and saw Aiden helping Sophia. He looked over at me.

“Where’s Dink?”

Looking around, I saw him standing over Excalibur. Every time I breathed, I shuddered in pain. Still, I slowly hobbled over to him. Kneeling, I wrapped my arms around his neck and started crying.

“Thank you. Thank you, Dink. Thank you.”

He licked my face and pushed his head against mine.

Merlin called out in that deep voice. “The witches will scatter like vermin before a flame. Let us go.”

I had no idea how long it took us to return to the castle, but we told Merlin pretty much everything while we walked. Aiden did most of the talking. He was hurt the least of the three of us. I felt complete again, and the deep connection to the world around us had returned when Merlin struck the witches. It was like I had been wearing a blindfold and someone let it fall to the ground or a heavy wet blanket fell from my mind.

Everything became clear again.

By the time we got to the castle, I was able to breathe deeper. Merlin shooed away anyone that approached us, and we went up to the room we had first appeared in. It turned out that it was his, and he pulled out powders and weeds and goop.

“A poultice. Rub it gently on the areas injured.”

I did, and it worked. Taking out the mirror, I checked on Abasi. He was still sitting around and bored.

“You have rescued me from a fate worse than what the darkest demons could imagine. How may I repay you?”

Sophia, as usual, spoke up. “You can help us kill the giant.”

Nodding slowly, he reached up to stroke his beard. “And so I shall. How did you arrive here?”

She pointed towards the glowing door on the wall, and he raised an eyebrow.

“Of course. You are not the first to use that portal. Let us sit, rest, and converse while you build up your reserves.”

He had food and drink brought to the room. We sat and talked and whenever my mind slipped from the conversation, whenever I looked from my friends and this odd, tall rough man with his unkempt hair and beard, I would see her again. Morgan le Fay and the tree she wanted to plant me inside of kept coming back to me, again and again. He talked about her while we ate. Merlin had loved her deeply, and she’d betrayed that love by locking him in the tree and stealing his strength.

Thoughts of the chanting by the witches made my stomach close in on itself and my palms sweat. When I lost that connection to the dream world, I felt empty and adrift, like a piece of my soul had been cut off.

I’d shudder and force myself to listen to what Merlin and the twins were talking about. I wasn’t sure how many times it happened before I realized that when my hand rested on the handle of Excalibur, the memories didn’t seem so strong and so fierce.

After the third time Merlin had to put a log on the fire, Sophia and I were both feeling fine physically. Merlin stretched, grabbed a staff from the corner of the room, and turned to us. He had very dark eyes, bushy eyebrows, and his robe was stained. Merlin looked like he lived in the woods and had never seen a barber in his life.

“Well, children. Let us be off.”

I walked over and pushed on the makeshift door carved into the wall with glowing electric lines. It swung open, and I saw the hallway in the mansion. We all stepped through.

“And outside this building is the roadway to your home? And this giant that threatens you and your kin?” He was looking down at me and, to be honest, he was freaking me out. He was really tall and had crazy eyes to go with his long brown and grey beard.

“Uh, yeah.”

“We shouldn’t waste any time, Cynthia of Montauk.”

“No, I guess not.”

There wasn’t any more pain, and we all seemed to be moving okay.

We heard a voice from behind us and down the hall. “Oh dear! Oh dear! I shall be late!”

Turning, I saw a huge white rabbit wearing a suit coat and glasses. He pulled a watch on a chain from a pocket, looked at it, made a tsk, tsk sound, and headed towards a door.

Sophia yelled out, “Wait!” and ran after him.

Over her shoulder, she called back to us. “Come on, I have an idea!”

Merlin let loose with a deep booming belly laugh, bursting forth like a soda burp. Aiden and I looked at each other and shrugged. We followed Sophia.


[image: ]




 

[image: ]

She ran after the rabbit through a door that led into a tunnel. Light was shining through the doorway, so we could see a bit, but it was pretty dark. Still yards ahead of us, Sophia finally stopped where light seemed to be coming up from the ground. Merlin was behind us, bent over and moving slowly, too tall for the tunnel, and Dink was ahead of us.

When we got closer, we could see that the light was coming from a hole in the ground.

“He sort of floated down.”

I looked at her. “Who?”

“The rabbit.”

Merlin peered over the side. “The creature has the boon of the zephyr.”

I nodded. “Um, yeah, that’s what I was going to say. Look, I’m not jumping into a hole that I can’t see the bottom of.”

“Okay, don’t.” Sophia stepped forward and fell.

“NOOO!” Aiden screamed, and I had to hold him as he tried to rush to her.

We heard her voice. “You know, this isn’t so bad.”

Looking over the edge, we saw her drifting downward, like a leaf slowly falling to the ground. Aiden jumped, fell quickly and then began to slow. Gritting my teeth, I edged to the side of the hole, took three deep breaths and stepped into the air. Panic grabbed me for the first three seconds, but then I too slowed down, almost floating. Dink’s barking came before his leap, and finally Merlin jumped, tucking his robes between his legs.

We eventually passed bookshelves, curios, and cupboards that lined the sides of the hole. Books, maps, and labels for food like marmalade were on the shelves. Sophia grabbed a few maps and Merlin grabbed a book. He seemed to recline and thumbed through the book as we continued down, down, down.

“We seem to have time at our disposal, children. Tell me of this giant. One eye or two? Club wielding? Do villagers offer him maidens? Giants are varied in temperament and physicality. I shall rid you of this burden and part of my debt shall be paid.”

Sophia was the one who replied. It was clear that she’d grown attached to him, sort of like she had to Dad. They talked about what The Giant looked like, how he spoke, his height and everything else Sophie could think of.

After a forever and a half, I began to think this jump had been a horrible mistake. We were never going to stop falling. Dink was whining, Merlin kept reading his book while talking, and Aiden looked like he was going to start freaking out.

Aiden twisted in the air and looked at me. “This… Something’s gone wrong. We’re just going to keep falling. Cynthia, can you get us out of here?”

“Maybe. If we can all touch one another, I can try the shoes. I think we—”

“Ooof!” Sophia called out. “Hey, I hit the bottom!”

One by one, we all landed on some twigs and branches.

There was a long tunnel ahead of us, and I saw the rabbit again just before he turned a corner.

“Oh my ears and whiskers, how late it’s getting!”

As fast as we could with Merlin bent over, we rushed down the dirt tunnel. It ended at a right turn that opened to a hallway lined with doors and with fancy lighted candles inside glass hanging from the ceiling.

Sophia stood smiling, hands on her hips. “Yessss!”

Halfway down the brightly painted hallway was a table. On the table was a golden key, a bottle labeled ‘Drink Me’ and a plate of small cakes with a placard that said, ‘Eat Me’.

“Ha!” Sophia exclaimed. “That giant is so dead.”

She scooped up the cakes, Aiden grabbed the bottle, and I took the key.

“Well, I am keeping my book. A brilliant man, this Nicolas Flamel. Transmutation at its finest.”

I looked over at him and tried to smile. “Um, okay. Great.”

Sophia gestured to me. “Do your thing, Ms. Special.”

“What?”

“Get us out of here. Bring us home.”

“That’s… We’re not going any further?”

She had a half-smile, half-smirk. “No, Cynthia. I got what we need. Let’s go.”

If we kept going, if my mind was kept busy, if we had one more adventure, I wouldn’t think of that tree, how it had wrapped around Morgan, the terror in her eyes and how it was meant for me. I didn’t want to leave, but Sophia was right. There was a plan, and we were going to stick to it.

We found a way to get me either touching everyone or them touching me and I knocked my shoes together.

“Bring me home, bring me home, bring me home.”

As always, I felt nauseous when we appeared in my dream-backyard. What I didn’t expect was to suddenly feel strong and somehow right. The connections to my parents, my other dog, my aunt and uncle and everyone I loved were much stronger there than when I was in the mansion, and I desperately needed that. The feeling of loss from when my connections to Dreamworld were cut off faded like a distant memory.

Abasi saw us and came running. Pulling up short, he stared at Merlin, who had fallen on his butt. Speaking to me, he kept his eyes on the sorcerer.

“Are you all right? Did you mean to take this man with you?”

“Did I… Oh, yeah, sorry. He’s a friend. Abasi, this is Merlin.”

“From King Arthur?”

“Yes, young man, I shall forever be linked to Arthur, son of Uther Pendragon.” Merlin leaned on his staff as he climbed to his feet. “And who are you?”

“I am, uh, I am Abasi, sir. It is nice to meet you. I have heard stories of you.”

“Our tales have traveled this widely, eh?” He scratched his cheek and twiddled his beard. “Not surprising.”

Abasi nodded towards the bundle I carried. “What is that, Cynthia? A tool of some sort?”

“A tool?” Merlin snorted. “Boy, she has with her the greatest of weapons, only to fit the noblest of hands.”

“Oh, I see,” he said, looking from Merlin to me.

He clearly didn’t see. I slowly and carefully unwrapped Excalibur. Abasi’s eyes grew wide.

“Is that King Arthur’s sword?”

Merlin looked past our dock and to the water and spoke with a sad voice. “He is gone now. The sword belongs to Nimue or whoever can wield it.”

“Nimue?”

I shook my head. “It’s complicated. We have the sword, and we have Merlin.”

“You have done well, my friend!”

He was smiling and excited, his accent growing thicker. I liked Abasi’s accent. It sounded like coffee smells, rich and comfortable.

“Did you gain any new information?”

I shuddered. “Yeah. Did you know that we could get cut off from the Dreamworld?”

“What do you mean?”

“There were these witches, a bunch of them. They were all chanting together and, I don’t know, it felt like a net on me, weighing me down, and I lost my connection to the Dreamworld.”

“That sounds odd. I have not heard of such a thing.”

“It was horrible. Like I’d lost a part of who I am. I’m not explaining this right, but think about what it would be like to no longer be able to be happy or angry or… I don’t know, be able to see or something. It was just, ugh, I don’t know. I felt empty. I can’t believe that most people live like that.”

“I shall ask my grandfather about this. And you escaped and came here?”

“Sort of.”

Sophia snorted. “Forgetting something, Princess?”

“Oh, no, sorry. We also went into Wonderland and got some stuff.”

“Wonderland?”

“From Alice in Wonderland?”

“I am not familiar with this.”

Aiden explained what had happened, and I noticed that Merlin kept looking at my shoes.

“Children, what is your plan? Shall we go deal with this monster?”

Everyone looked at me. “Um, I guess. We can’t just leave Merlin here overnight.”

“Indeed, you cannot. I am here to repay my debt, and I do feel empathy for you children, but I am Merlin and I tarry for no man.”

Aiden looked at the tall wizard. “You seem very different.”

“Different?”

“Yeah. Um, from the guy at the lake he called a dell. The Learned Man.”

Merlin raised a bushy eyebrow. “I know not of what you speak.”

“Really? He said he had been you. I thought, I don’t know. Maybe you knew one another.”

“There are as many tales of Merlin as there are stars in the sky. I age in reverse. I am the child of a demon. I have sixty-four teeth, each of which can grow a dragon. Pshaw! Do not listen to such fables. There is only one Merlin, and he is in your debt.”

As I had every night with Dink and the twins, I found my connection to William. He was asleep, which was good. I felt him and slowly reached, held on, and pulled.

He popped into the backyard in front of us. Dressed in a NY Mets uniform, he held a bat. Frowning, William looked at us.

“That was weird.” He turned and walked towards the house.

“William, wait!”

He kept walking.

“Wait, it’s really me. It’s really Cynthia.”

Slowly turning, he looked at me, eyes furrowed. I held up my hands.

“You’re not dreaming, it’s really me. No, actually, you are dreaming but… It’s weird. I’m not a part of your dream. I’m the real Cynthia.”

“What?”

“I’m your sister, not a dream version of her. We’re in the dream world, but together. You remember the Giant? From your nightmares?”

He nodded slowly; eyes wide.

“Yeah, so, here’s the deal…”

I explained again and again and again. He understood, he just didn’t believe me. Of all the things that could have gone wrong, I never would have expected this. As I started getting frustrated, I felt a big hand on my shoulder.

“I can sense your intent. Give it to him, child.”

Looking from Merlin to William, I picked up the bundle, unwrapped it again, and held it out to my brother. His eyes narrowed and where everyone else seemed to be in awe of Excalibur, he studied it, tilting his head this way and that as he looked at the blade and the handle. Finally reaching his hand out, he took hold of the sword.

Like the shoes I’d gotten in Oz, the hilt shifted, seeming to meld to William’s hand. The blade grew shorter, but not by much. He gasped and lifted Excalibur.

“It’s… It’s perfect!”

I don’t know what they are called, but he made some moves with the sword, lunging and slicing. There was a slowly pulsing glow and a low thrumming sound as William moved and swung Excalibur. I noticed Sophia watching him like a little kid watches a balloon.

Eventually, he stopped. Looking from Merlin to me, he smiled. He was finally getting it. This wasn’t part of his dream; he’d stepped into the larger dream world.

“So, William, what do you think?”

He was silent as he lifted the sword to eye level and looked down the length of its blade. It seemed to be made for him. Lowering it, he met my eyes.

“I think it’s time to slay a giant.”

Shivers crawled down my spine as I looked at William. I’d had my friends, and I’d had Dink, but he was my big brother, my protector my whole life and we were finally facing this together. I flexed my hand, and the wrist pain was gone. My shoulder didn’t hurt where I’d hit it against the tree. Dink looked fine, and so did the twins.

Looking from my brother to Merlin, I smiled and for the first time, hope replaced desperation.

Turning to the twins, I was about to ask how they felt when Aiden spoke.

“Don’t even start. We’re going. We’re with you and William all the way to the end.”

It was getting difficult to maintain my smile. My lips trembled, and I nodded so I wouldn’t have to speak. Abasi stepped forward and reached his hand out to William.

“Hello. My name is Abasi. It will be my privilege to see this through with you.”

I had good friends.

William smiled. “You’re the guy who sent the birthday cake.”

“I am.”

“Is this… dangerous?”

“It is.”

“This signpost? Seriously, a talking signpost? Can it show me how to get to Uluru? That’s where the giant is, right?”

Abasi nodded. “Yes, it will point out the way for you.”

“Okay.” William took a deep breath. “This thing has been stalking me. Not you guys. You got me the sword, which is amazing, but I’ll take it from here.”

“What?” I was shocked. “Are you out of your mind?”

“Look, he just said it was dangerous. I can’t let these kids get hurt because of me, and I definitely can’t let you get involved.”

Sophia was smirking, which really pissed me off.

“You’re an idiot. The four of us know what’s out there. We’ve been dealing with this. We’ve been preparing. You’ll get swatted like a bug. You seriously expect us to not go with you?”

“Yeah, William.” Sophia jumped in. “That would be totally ridiculous. She’s right, only a complete idiot would even suggest that.”

She was more than a little obvious and was enjoying my outrage, as William wanted to leave us behind. Okay, I wanted to do the same thing to them, but that was different. Somehow. Maybe.

I sighed before continuing. “Just drop it. Everyone is going. We’re not asking, we’re telling, and we don’t need your permission. We could get there before you if we wanted to. Let’s just get going.”

He looked like he was going to argue the point, but finally gave in. “Okay, how do we get to the signpost?”

It was weird watching him as we walked. Everything that we had grown used to was new to William. He looked like the tourists we’d see in Manhattan, eyes wide and darting everywhere. The biggest difference is when Dink would growl, staring off into the high grass at something only he could sense. William would step forward, eyes narrowed, and sword raised. I’d never realized what a matched pair the two of them were.

Dink loved me, I never doubted that, but he was William’s dog and William was Dink’s human. The dog was younger in the Dreamworld than he was in real life, and I was able to see him as he must have been when William was a kid.

I’d see Dink look back at us, mostly at me, but he would stay by William’s side. I’d notice my brother reaching down and petting him or scratching him as if it was second nature. There was no thought involved, just a natural reaching for the comfort of his dog.

We made it to the signpost and all the hanging signs began shimmying back and forth.

“You can’t stay here!” Its deep voice demanded. “An English man was looking for you. There’s something very, very disturbing about him. Avoid him, children. At all costs.”

“Uh, we will. Thanks. When did you see him?”

“An hour ago? A day? It’s hard to tell. Who are these new people?”

“My brother, William, and Merlin.”

“The English man was headed towards the House of the Wicked. Which way are you going?”

“Uluru.”

“Uluru? Why?”

“To stop the Giant.”

“Child, child, child. Just go home. Uluru is chaos, and the Giant is death. Nothing is in that direction but pain and despair.”

Merlin spat on the ground. “These children are under my care. No harm shall come to them.”

The signs shook, swayed and settled. “I have offered my wisdom. I cannot force you to accept my advice.”

I had no idea if it could feel my hand, but I patted the wood. “Thank you. We appreciate your help, really, but this is something we have to do.”

“Of course. All come to me for directions, but none listen to words. Go on, learn the lessons you will be taught.”

“Um, right. Thanks again for everything.”

Roads branched out from the signpost; some were barely noticeable paths. Taking the one leading to Uluru, we headed off. We walked until our legs turned to rubber, farther than we ever had before.

Merlin had to slow down his pace but kept talking the entire time. “So, tell me of your world. What wizards live there? What marvels are whispered of?”

Abasi looked at him. “How do you know we’re not from here?”

“How do I know?” The wizard laughed. “I am Merlin. I can see the cosmos in the egg of a dove. I can pull the stars from the sky. I know because I know.”

“That is not very helpful, Merlin, but I shall tell you what I can.”

They talked of airplanes and computers and movies and helped pass the time as we walked ever onward.

We came across another signpost that was carved to look like a tree. It was more ornate than the one we were used to and didn’t speak, but the signs fluttered as we approached. Roads forked and others started at this second signpost, and we followed the path to Uluru.

Dink’s growling at unseen threats grew more frequent. For a while, the path was bordered by a tall hedge, behind which giraffes ran back and forth. Monkeys clung to their necks and chattered at us endlessly. Dink didn’t seem to care, so I did my best to ignore them.

Eventually, the sky began to fade from blue to yellow and then from yellow to orange. Finally, it was a dark, angry red and lightning shot across the heavens, lancing grey clouds that slowly drifted apart.

There were scraggly bushes scattered on the lonely landscape and a few trees here and there. The air seemed electric, and something coiled deeply inside me began to unwind. I felt truly alive, maybe for the first time.

Breathing in deeply, I felt as much at home as I did in my house.
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Somehow, I knew we were there. Whatever it was inside of me grew, pushing gently, making me somehow bigger from the inside. A part of my soul recognized Uluru. The ground was a mix of sand and dirt, infirm under foot. The sky over us roiled and seemed somehow just out of reach, almost as if I could stretch, grab ahold and pull it down.

Sophia walked over to Aiden, pulled him into a hug, and whispered something I couldn’t hear.

When the road ended, we kept walking. Eventually, we slowed and stopped. It was barren and open in every direction, a small, withering tree here, a bush there, but mostly nothing but the ground and sky.

Sophia scanned the horizon. “Where… Where is he?”

A wavering electric light, the same color as the angry red sky, appeared a hundred yards in front of us. It looked like the door in Merlin’s room. The light grew and spread and formed an oval, like a sideways mouth that was missing teeth. There was a swirling grey and blackness inside it and a man seemed to be walking from the darkness to the edge of this mouth. Stepping through, he kept walking to us.

Mr. Oneiropólos was a hundred feet from us when I recognized him. There were no cookies this time, and he didn’t look as friendly as he did on our porch.

“Hello, Cynthia! You have no idea how pleased I am to see you again.”

“I… how are you here? What’s going on? Where’s the Giant?”

He waved dismissively. “It was never about the giant, Cynthia. It was never about your brother. It was about you. Always you. Your powers were dormant. They sat in a little box deep in your soul, unused, unopened. I needed to pry that box open, bit by bit. You had a glow about you, Cynthia. Anyone like us could see that. You’re special. That glow grew brighter and brighter as you came into your birthright. Fighting off the pookah, as you call them? Pulling in friends and your wondrous dog? Oh, how you grew.”

“But… The Giant was real.”

“Yes, it was and is real. A tool that I could use to force you to step out and become more. Oh, it was a threat and would have gladly killed William, but when it got too close, I sent it away time and again. You needed more seasoning, a threat to fight against.”

We were calling out to each other, hundreds of feet apart. “I still don’t understand. Why? Why would you do this?”

“Isn’t it obvious? To devour you before you fully came into your powers would do me no good. You glowed, but when you thought someone would kill your dog? Oh, Cynthia, you were like the sun! I shall feed off your power for centuries. But fine, you wanted the giant? Here he is. I will deal with you while your friends are busy with the creature.”

He made a weird gesture and another red light appeared. It stretched and grew and grew and grew. Finally splitting, it parted, and I could again see the swirling black and grey through it. A tree trunk swung from the black mist towards the opening and crashed into the ground. The line grew wider, and a hairy fist pushed its way through, followed by an arm, a shoulder and then the head of the Giant.

“At lassst! The boy issss mine.”

It seemed to wriggle and push and squeeze through the hole, stepping onto the dirt and sand ahead of us. I turned to William, panic gripping my gut. Sophia rushed over to him, reached into her pocket, and held out a cake.

“Eat this, quick!”

He was staring at the Giant. “What?”

Sophia pushed him. When he looked at her, she thrust the little cake at him. “Eat it!”

He looked from her to the giant and back again. Shrugging, he took the cake and swallowed it down. He began to grow, Excalibur stretching to meet his new size. He was half the size of the Giant.

“And this one!” She held up another cake.

Reaching down, William gently took it. He loomed over us. Tossing it in his mouth, he swallowed and grew some more. Looking at the now huge William, the Giant took a step back. It roared in surprise and anger, lifted the tree trunk, and ran toward us. William lifted Excalibur and moved forward.

“Dink,” Sophia called.

Dink looked towards Sophia, who tossed him two cakes. “Kick his ass!”

Mr. Oneiropólos laughed. It sounded way too normal for someone who wanted to eat me. It should have been some crazy villain laugh, but it wasn’t.

“Giants, and boys with swords, magical dogs, and a girl born of dreams. I shall remember all of this and delight in it long after your deaths.” He turned to Merlin. “And who are you?”

There was a cruel turn to the wizard’s lip as he faced my neighbor, his voice a blade wrapped in velvet, confident menace dripping from every word.

“I am Merlin Ambrosius, the greatest mage of this or any age, keeper of oaths and protector of these children. I am your death, little man.”

He raised his staff up in the air and the red sky seemed to be pulled towards him. He slammed the staff and lightning flew from the sky, crashing into Mr. Oneiropólos. Merlin lifted the staff and slammed it down again, and again and again, a dozen times and more. Lightning flew from the sky and the ground seemed to explode into smoke and loose dirt. The sound was deafening, and I held my hands over my ears while closing my eyes.

Feeling a large hand on my shoulder, I looked up at Merlin.

“My oath is complete. I shall be returning to my home now. I wish blessings upon you and your kin, Cynthia of Montauk.”

He was smiling, and behind him, the smoke slowly lowered to the ground. We heard clapping. Merlin turned to see Mr. Oneiropólos again walking towards us.

“Very impressive, Merlin. Can you make a rabbit disappear or saw a lady in half? How about a card trick?”

He brushed some dirt from one of his shoulders while Merlin staggered backwards, seemingly confused.

“Oh, you can have these back.” Thrusting his hands towards us, Mr. Oneiropólos threw the lightning back at Merlin, all of them at once. The wizard tried to raise his staff in time, but wasn’t quick enough. He was thrown far, far away, but I could still see the hole in his chest.

I heard Sophia scream as Merlin died. My stomach roiled, and I wanted to throw up, and still Mr. Oneiropólos blathered.

“These simulacrums and their delusions of grandeur.”

In the background, I could see William and Dink fighting the Giant. They were the same size, but the Giant was built like a football player and William just wasn’t like that. Like Dad, William was lean and tall. He dodged and moved out of the way of the tree trunk but was hit a couple of times. Dink jumped in and—

“Ahem, I believe we have some business to attend to?” Mr. Oneiropólos again moved towards me. Aiden ran towards Merlin’s body, and Sophia pulled out her wand.

Abasi chanted something and a green line appeared in front of Mr. Oneiropólos, grew and opened, like the doorways. The man’s momentum had him put a foot through, but he quickly lept back.

“Very, very clever boy. You’re not as powerful as she is, but oh, so smart.”

Facing Abasi, he raised a hand. Before he could finish what he was doing, he was hit by a fireball that knocked him forward.

He grunted and spun towards Sophia with her wand. “That actually hurts, little girl. The power of chaos wielded by a real person is much more powerful than creatures like Merlin.”

Turning back to Abasi, he finished his gesture. My friend stiffened, and I heard a sick, snapping sound and Abasi flew ten feet across the dirt, landing in a heap.

“I shall finish you, then the girl, then Cynthia.”

As he raised his hand again, my ears started pounding and my hands tingled. Another green light appeared and grew. A tall man that looked like Abasi stepped through, picked him up and stepped back into the green hole again.

“Oh, Cynthia. They run. Your little friends run when you need them the most. It is now just you and the girl.”

“And me.” Turning to my left, I saw another green light that had formed a hole in the air. An old black man stepped through. “You thought you could touch my grandson? These children may not know your kind, Spider, but I do.”

Aiden screamed from behind me, and lightning flew down from the sky and struck Mr. Oneiropólos. My friend had Merlin’s staff and had made it work. Another fireball flew at our enemy, and he was pushed back. Abasi’s grandfather kept making weird gestures, and I felt a pressure in my head like the world’s worst sinus headache.

There was blood streaked across Mr. Oneiropólos face. With a snarl, he wiped it away with his forearm.

“Enough!”

Thrusting his arm out in a wave, a force like a sharp wind swept through the air. It blew past me, my hair flowing back, but I heard Sophia cry out and Aiden yelled. Abasi’s grandfather tumbled backwards. Whether it was the ring, the kiss from the Good Witch, or the thing growing inside me, I could barely feel what he threw at us.

“Gnats! You are nothing before me. This ends now!”

His eyes were black and grey, mirroring the swirling darkness of the land behind the doorway he created. Again, moving closer, he loomed over me. I could feel my blood pulsing and hot as it moved through my veins. Hatred was clear on his face as he stared down at me. Lifting both arms to the skies, he seemed to pull at a hundred, then a thousand, then a million faint blue lines I could just now make out.

I felt like someone plucked a hair from my head, but it was from all over. First one, then another, a third, a dozen, a hundred. Gasping, I fell back. He was ripping my connections to dream from me and holding them tightly. It felt like I was being strangled and I couldn’t pull in any air. Desperately, I reached into Uluru and pulled, straining.

Smiling, Mr. Oneiropólos looked down at me and whispered. “No!”

Sweeping his hands up into the air, I felt all of my connections severed. A ghostly bluish light surrounded him as he held everything here that made me who I was and added that to the power he drew from the air, ground, and sky.

He was gathering the essence of the dream world and was about to crush me.

“I AM—” His words were cut off as he began screaming in pain. Dink’s huge head had lowered and ripped off one of his arms.

Still screaming, Mr. Oneiropólos slapped his good hand over the stump of his shoulder. Stuff like black tar was leaking out. The tar thickened, lengthened, and soon formed a new arm.

I couldn’t think, I couldn’t move. The loss of who I was numbed me, blinding a sense I barely knew existed. It started as a confusing whisper, but I soon heard Abasi’s grandfather’s voice in my head.

“Dig, Cynthia. Dig! He is a trickster who skates along the surface, but you, my girl, you are of this place. It is your birthright! He cannot keep you from what is yours. Push! Dig! Reach!”

Instinctively grabbing the lines falling from Oneiropólos’ missing hand and arm lying on the ground, I felt a connection again. It calmed me and gave me hope. The despair faded, and I lay there on the dirt and sand and felt the ground beneath me and the air I breathed in. All of it was touched with fire of the soul. The heat coursed through me. I stared at the sky as it roiled and shifted, falling in upon itself and spreading out again. Lightning flew across the sky, and I could slow everything down to see how it arced and feel how it crackled.

Abasi’s grandfather was wrong. I didn’t need to push or pull or dig. I didn’t need to force anything. All I ever needed to do was empty myself and become who I was supposed to be. I was of the waking world, and I was of Dreamworld. My mind opened and I could see Oz.

I could feel the mansion. I saw the signpost and felt its fear and compassion as it watched countless travelers ignore its warnings, only to be never seen again. Looking down from a great height, I saw my backyard. Looking farther, I saw a house made of shadows on another shore, it’s large bay window open and somehow staring back at me. I saw the standards of Chaos and the sigils of Law and I again saw Uluru.

I saw Mr. Oneiropólos raise his blackened new arm, and a dozen yards away, Dink flew from the ground and slammed into William. He raised his arm again and William grabbed at his throat, choking, and trying to pull away an invisible hand.

Hearing myself scream, I took the lines he held, and gently called to more from the air, from the roiling sky and from the earth. Millions and millions of threads connected to the essence of the Dreamworld wrapped around my arms, snaking down to my hands and waiting, ready, eager and hungry. I didn’t pull them; I didn’t force them; they came willingly.

Thrusting my fists towards Mr. Oneiropólos, everything I was holding back flew towards him, like a mallet striking a nail. He bent, he broke, and he fell, a lifeless husk on the dirt of Uluru. Turning, I pushed whatever scraps I could still gather at the Giant. It knocked him to the ground.

I watched as William swung Excalibur. The Giant thrust the tree into my brother’s face and rolled away. Scrambling back up, the monster bellowed and pounded his chest with his empty hand. When William went to swing again, the Giant quickly put the base of the tree at my brother’s chest and shoved. William fell to the ground and Excalibur went flying.

Their positions reversed from just a few seconds ago, the Giant loomed over William.

“Nowww, Boy of Time! Nowww, I ssshhhall kill you and take what is yoursss, I ssshhhall return to my time. I ssshhhall return home!”

I tried pulling in more strength, but failed. The Giant lifted the tree over his head and laughed, a dark and horrible sound. It was cut off by a deep growling as Dink dove in and sunk his teeth into the Giant’s ankle. The creature fell forward, landing next to William.

Again, I tried to find more power and was left with nothing.

As Dink yanked and pulled on the ankle, blood flew everywhere, and the Giant was jerked back and away from my brother. William got up and rolled onto the Giant’s back. He slipped one arm around the monster’s neck and used the other arm to pull the first tight. Still, Dink bit and tore and yanked. The Giant thrashed, trying to reach William. The ground shook, but William put his feet on either side of the monster’s waist and pulled and pulled and pulled.

The Giant slowed as he kept trying to reach William and kick off Dink with his other leg. Slowed and stopped. William held on for a long time after and finally rolled over and got to his knees. Stumbling up, he managed to get Excalibur.

“Cynthia, don’t look.”

I turned my head, but then slowly turned back to watch. If William could bear to do it I could bear to watch.

It was horrible. William killed the giant.

Falling backwards, empty and hollow, I sat and cried, shaking. My connection to the Dreamworld felt weak and frail. My neighbor was dead. The Giant was dead. It was over. It was finally over.

The earth shook as William plopped down at my side and I was drenched as a tremendous Dink licked my face. I felt a finger under my chin and looked up to see Abasi’s grandfather.

“You shall grow full again. Do not worry. This feeling is temporary. My grandson talked much of you, Cynthia Corrigan. We shall tend to him. You have done a great and wondrous thing this day. Enjoy your deserved rest.”

Turning, he created another green doorway and stepped through.

Thudding footsteps drew near. “So, am I stuck like this?”

I smiled weakly at William’s booming voice. I used Lancelot’s ring to remove the enchantment on Dink and my brother. They shrank to normal size. William’s shoulder seemed really bad, and he was holding his arm close to his side. We went over to Aiden, who was moaning and breathing shallowly.

“Think… Think I broke a rib.”

I felt so tired, but I forced myself to look for Sophia. She wasn’t there.

“Sophia!”

No answer.

We searched and looked and even consulted the mirror. She was gone.

“Aiden, what did she say to you when we got here?”

“She hugged me, said she loved me, that she was going to miss me most of all and that she was going to fix things with Dad. I… I thought she was just being Sophia. Stupid lies and stories and Wizard of Oz jokes.”

Turning, I scanned the horizon. My friend had disappeared.
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Join Cynthia and her friends as they search for Sophia in Of Dreams Dark and Light.

CLICK HERE TO READ NOW

 

 

If you enjoyed spending time with Cynthia, Dink, Aiden, Sophia and Abasi, please consider leaving a rating and one or two sentence review.

CLICK HERE TO REVIEW A TIME FOR GIANT SLAYING
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Of Dreams Dark and Light: Dreamworld book two, Spring 2023

With Sophia lost in the Dreamworld, the friends gather once again.

 

To Thrive in Darkness: Dreamworld book three, Winter 2023

A War of Dreams: Dreamworld, book four, Summer, 2024

The Wooden Man series, book one, 2024
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