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            Following Orders

          

        

      

    

    
      Commander De’nah Deborah rolled the red thumbtack representing the Divided’s most recent troop location between her fingers and thumb. The voices of her reporting officers hummed around her. A 3D holographic map of Imperious Nox floated in the center of her command room. Its expanse of tiny mountains, forests, and plains nearly filled a large wooden table. Other paper maps hung from the stone walls. During the last Age of the Dark, Deborah remembered her superiors triangulating troop positions with a compass and pencil before using wooden tacks to mark their maps. She had barely earned her stripes that denoted her full rank as guardian then. Now, nearly six hundred years later, they made tacks from metal alloy to better interact with the holographic displays, yet even with the best technology at her disposal, and as the lead commander of the forces garrisoned at the United’s second largest city, Steffnunnar Fyrsti, the war with the Divided dragged on. It was infuriating.

      “Our perimeter must be secure,” Captain Loh’relion said as he pointed at the city’s southern outskirts. A dur’dalis, he led the First City’s guard.

      “The cavalry’s need is greater,” argued Captain Je-Gin, a dark-haired elf. “Should a drakkon attack—”

      “The city guard would neutralize any threat,” Loh’relion interrupted.

      “You’re both wrong,” said Ve’Latha Fenjyre, the supreme commander of the sylph forces. “This war has waged on long enough. We need to change the momentum. We’re soft. We need to strike out and let the Divided—”

      Deborah let their voices wash over her. They’d been debating all morning. A decision would need to be made soon, and she would ultimately be the one to decide, but would it be the right one?

      Why didn’t the council crush the Divided once and for all when they had the chance six hundred years ago? she thought. Then, we wouldn’t be in this mess now. I could focus on protecting the sleepers instead of listening to Captain Loh’relion drone on about his blasted supply needs.

      Her fingers tightened on the tack. Its diamond point pricked her skin. Pain was the best teacher. As long as she could still feel pain, she knew she was still alive. Her hip, dislocated when jumping from her horse, was still tender more than two months after that nefarious adventure chasing Divided goblins on Earth to recruit the twins, Terryn and Trigg. She’d made up a story about a training accident when she’d visited the city’s medical wards. They had probably seen right through her excuse but knew better than to question the senior commander of the First City and its tower.

      Next time, a fireball really would be the safer solution. Even though sword-fighting is more honorable.

      Despite her injuries, the raid to Earth had been a refreshing change from the tedious meeting marathons required of commanders. She missed being in the field. However, a twinge of guilt crept into Deborah as she remembered what had happened to the children. She shoved the uncomfortable feelings aside. She’d been given orders.

      It didn’t matter that the woman responsible for those orders had stepped through a golden portal. That the portal had opened in Deborah’s private quarters. Nor that it had been nearly midnight. What mattered was the woman wore white silk embroidered with golden scrolls and flowers, the unmistakable uniform of the Council of Nine, which ruled the United Forces of the Light.

      The council members’ wishes were regarded as law. The woman’s haughty bearing and age-spotted hands, a rare trait among dream guardians, belied a confidence earned only through centuries of experience. Standing in front of the gateway, she glowed so much, it was hard to make out her features. De’nah Deborah could only see her long blonde hair streaked with white, twisted into a shining mound of tight braids on top of her head. A few strands precisely accentuated her narrow jaw.

      Even still, her figure seemed familiar. That Deborah might know the councilwoman was a possibility. As commander of the First City and its tower, she knew all the council members from various political functions in Paragon during the Festival of Wings. However, Deborah still struggled to place the woman.

      “Greetings, Commander De’nah Deborah of Earth that was. I bring you a warning from the council that will be,” the woman had said.

      “The future? How is that possible?”

      “I’m a wanderer. I guard the stream of time and protect the edges. Know this. Should you fail in the United’s mission to destroy the veil, all will be lost. This sentient world will be devoured by the Blight.”

      Deborah raised an eyebrow. This woman had come here, to her quarters, to warn her of this? “The Blight has been imprisoned behind the veil since the end of the First Age. It’s been reduced to a nursery rhyme mothers tell their naughty children.” She struggled to keep her disbelief out of her voice. “The only way to access the veil is through Earth. Are you telling me, that its reach is going to extend beyond the dreams of a few sleepers?”

      “Yes, there is not much time.” A patient smile spread across the woman’s aged features, still only barely distinguishable in the light of the gateway shining behind her. She recited:

      
        
        Go to sleep, my little one

        E’er you be wo’ken in the dark

        Never finding your way to light

        Only roaming through the blight.

        Through the shadows of the mind

        Never knowing what you’ve done.

        Lost in the currents for all time.

        Go to sleep, my little one

        And may you never have the spark.

      

      

      As the woman finished, a chill snaked down Deborah’s spine. Mothers in Imperious Nox sang the song to small children like a prayer against the evils of the night. She hadn’t heard the rhyme in centuries. Not since she recited it. She pushed aside the painful memories. No, she would not go down that path.

      “Yes, that is the rhyme I meant,” De’nah Deborah responded, her voice sounding more clipped than she would have wanted for addressing such a powerful person.

      “The spark has been found.”

      De’nah gasped. “The poor child!”

      “Children,” the woman continued. “You’ve heard of the phoenix twins?”

      Deborah reeled. “That prophecy is locked in the Library of Wings’ deepest vaults. No one knows where it is. There is no key!”

      As if satisfied with Deborah’s response, the councilwoman continued in a low voice. “It was found.” She paused, brow furrowed, and added, “Or it will be, soon.”

      “And the twins?” Deborah’s throat tightened around the words.

      “Yes, my child.” The councilwoman nodded seriously. “They are the spark.”

      Her blue eyes peered beyond Deborah’s shoulder as if viewing something there she’d rather not see. It was the same vacant stare Deborah had seen on the faces of the Un’Dumani Seers when they scried the Divided troops’ movements. She shivered. The councilwoman read De’nah Deborah’s aura as she spoke.

      “Those twins will soon be wo’ken on Earth. Their passage through the veil will set events in motion that wake the Blight. Events that you, De’nah Deborah, are in a position to stop.”

      “Me? How?”

      “As the senior commander of the first tower and its sleeper fields, you can prevent them from tearing the veil. Here is where they will wake. The boy has already begun his hundred nights. First, find them on Earth. Keep them from crossing through the firefly portal with the Divided. Bring them to Imperious Nox through the Between. If you do, you will save countless lives.”

      The woman turned to leave, but De’nah Deborah grabbed her robe.

      “Wait! No one travels through the saecul flumine without a bubble shield.”

      The woman, her back turned to Deborah, bowed her head. “Allow the girl to lead the way.” Her voice was so quiet, Deborah almost didn’t hear.

      “What? An untrained sleeper?”

      “Yes, you must.” The councilwoman turned and raised her head. The glow obscuring her features faded. Deborah gasped and took an unwilling step back. The woman’s eyes. Her pupils and irises were as white as the rest of her eyes. She raised her hands above her head and proclaimed, “I am the Alethia, truthsayer of the Light. Heed my words, or doom us all.”

      She brought her hands together, and light burst around the room. Deborah shielded her eyes. The resulting force blew her back onto her cot. When she looked up, the woman was gone, leaving De’nah Deborah—the irony not lost on her—sitting in the dark.

      Orders were orders.

      The next morning Deborah gathered a contingent of soldiers and traveled to Earth. She had found the twins, but she had only half succeeded. The Divided were there as well. Blast that woman for not warning her, she cursed. However, she should have known. They had their own seers.

      The boy went through the firefly portal with the Divided, but the girl had been captured and brought to Imperious Nox through the dream stream. Only for the Alethia to reappear, again shrouded in light, and command that the girl be sent back through the dream stream. This time alone.

      What was the purpose? Why send an untrained human girl into the dream stream? Why task Deborah with collecting the twins if she was only meant to send the girl to certain death? Even with the bubble shield Deborah had woven for her out of pity, the girl could not have navigated its currents. And why would the councilwoman hide her identity behind the Alethia title? Council members could command anything to anyone. Secrecy was not needed. Surely there was something more at play.

      Not even her superior officer knew—Commander Derrik Al’ric, two-star general of the Sunrise Regiment. He had been livid when he discovered what Deborah had done. Interestingly enough, he had not demoted her to the training grounds for the festival, which would often happen when an officer went rogue. Instead, he demanded her silence and to notify him the moment the girl returned.

      As if an untrained girl, who displayed no magical abilities, could suddenly manifest the required magic to navigate the dream stream and return to the fifth dimension. More likely she would awake safe in her bed in the third dimension—if she lived at all.

      Deborah focused on the red tack still in her hand. Commander Derrik must know something she didn’t. Since he was her superior officer, that didn’t seem unusual. But why was he here in Steffnunnar Fyrsti when he should have been getting ready for the Festival of Wings in Paragon? Why had he taken such an unusual interest in a sleeper? And why were the seers picking up Divided troop movement during the festival month? They, too, should have been in their capital city, preparing for their own festival celebrations.

      The entire situation was unusual. No one was behaving as they should. She was unsure what to do, but she did agree with Commander Fenjyre. Now was the time to act.

      She considered the holographic map of Imperious Nox before her. For the first time ever, she knew roughly the position of a new wo’ken in the Divided Army before he was sent to Nightmare City to train. If only she knew the city’s location.

      Perhaps if she found Murdoch’s battalion and the boy in Imperious Nox, she could then track them to Nightmare City. Knowing its location would allow her to coordinate an offensive and finally break the centuries-long stalemate between the United and Divided.

      Deborah reached through the map—the holographic light waves bent as her hand passed through them—and pushed the tack into the light, near the Fjord of Ostenlund. The map rippled and absorbed the tack, which reappeared a second later and shone far away from the other tacks that dotted the landscape.

      Her most recent scout reports placed Murdoch’s troops in this far out place.

      They are alone, she realized as she surveyed the map surrounding the fjord. What is he doing so close to the neutral zone? The previous night’s skirmish in the sixth dimension had made it clear they were up to something. The boy twin had reportedly been with the Divided contingent. She hadn’t seen him personally, but reports had trickled in of a human wo’ken who was still raw and untrained in the company. Somehow, he’d done something that disturbed the sleeper of the dream. The sleeper had retaliated and blown up his dream house.

      Fools, she thought, letting a new wo’ken into the fields with less than a cycle of training.

      This morning, the seers had reported an increase in new troop movement. This activity was important and related.

      What are they planning, moving so far from their main force? They weren’t foraging for food. Nor were they training. That happened at the Divided’s capital city, which was hidden somewhere in the Nightmare Fields, a vast barren plain uncrossable except with an Imatari guide.

      “De’nah, what do you see?” the sylph commander Ve’Latha Fenjyre asked. Blue wave tattoos glimmered along her wrists. The other commanders turned their attention to Deborah.

      Deborah tapped her fingers to her lips and surveyed the other tacks, which represented the known enemy locations. The highest concentration was in the right corner of the map, in the Nightmare Fields—the farthest spot away from the United’s city of Paragon. If her scouts’ reports were correct, that could be the location of Nightmare City. However, she wasn’t completely sure because scouts sent there never returned.

      Each loss twisted her stomach. The guardians were immortal as long as they avoided deadly wounds. Each one who fell was an unspeakable loss, but they had no other choice since scrying was no use either. The Un’Dumani Seers who gazed upon far places with their seeing stones reported running into white walls of mist. The magic there struck anyone who tried to penetrate the fog. She’d have to send more scouts and sacrifice the few to save the many. A knot sank into the pit of her stomach.

      Lives will be lost and it will be my doing. Please let this be the right way.

      “Send three circles of soldiers up the River Röa. Stop here.” Deborah touched a small island in the river just south of the mouth of the fjord. When she did, a small drop of blood dripped from her fingertip onto the island. Absentmindedly, she wiped it away. The blood shimmered as the map slowly absorbed it. The holographic blood dribbled off the island into the river where the running water swiftly diluted the red swirls. An apt metaphor for my own duties—caught up in the swirl of life of which I have no control.

      “Captain Je-Gin. They’ll need a unit of air support. Drakkon or raken, Commander?”

      “Rakens, I believe. Their slighter build will navigate the crosswinds more easily coming down from the cliffs,” the dark-haired elf responded. Deborah nodded her assent. Captain Je-Gin studied the cliffs rising from the fjord and added, “I request a dur’dalis groundweaver, as well.”

      Captain Loh’relion sputtered, “Absolutely not! My troops need all—”

      “Done,” Deborah cut him off. “What use are raken if the Divided shoot them down from the cliffs? He’ll need a groundweaver to sense their footfalls.”

      “As you wish, Commander,” Captain Loh’relion muttered. He touched his armored chest plate respectfully, but the tightness in his broad shoulders told her he was upset. He’d respect her wishes, but if she didn’t find some way to appease him, he would chafe at every turn even though he knew it was the right call.

      By the eight gates, the dur’dalis are a stubborn race.

      A mix of giants and earthen creatures, they hailed from a mountainous home planet that had long been overthrown by the Divided. Few remained free to dream, so she could forgive his protective nature for his kind. If losing a dream guardian was bad, then losing a dur’dalis dream guardian was even worse.

      Will it never end?

      Deborah longed for the simplicity of being a soldier. All they had to worry about was keeping their sword clean, sharp, and ready. As a commander, she worried about keeping everyone ready—this time and the next, and the next. Could the spot on the map represented by the red thumbtack hold a new clue to something she could use to defeat the Divided once and for all? She wouldn’t find out if she didn’t make a decision.

      Deborah caught the gaze of each of her commanders. “This is a reconnaissance mission only. You will not engage in combat unless absolutely necessary. Get in, let the scouts do their work, and then you—”

      The chamber’s double doors slammed open, and Commander Derrik stormed into the room. He slung off his blue cloak, along with his leather gloves, and tossed them onto a nearby table. They were stained with red dirt, Deborah noted. He’d been out in the sleeper fields. He flicked his wrist toward her officers, dismissing them. He then looked at her pointedly. His icy-blue eyes commanded her without words. It took effort to keep her features smooth and not tighten her lips in response to his anger.

      Even if he was a higher rank than her, the city was hers to command. Who did he think he was, barging in, in the middle of her meeting?

      She clasped her hands together and addressed the other commanders. “Something urgent has come up,” she started. “Please ready your circles to leave first thing in the morning. I will follow up with each of you individually later this afternoon.” She inclined her head to the group and then waved toward the door, officially dismissing them. They gave quick bows and filed out of the chamber.

      Not waiting for the double doors to close behind them, she snapped at Commander Derrik, “With all due respect, sir, this had better be good. The Divided’s troop activity in recent weeks has increased tenfold. I don’t have time to deal with politics from my commanding officer.”

      “Quiet, De’nah.” Derrik growled her title as he sat in a gilded chair. His tone made Deborah feel as if he were speaking to someone significantly his junior. He should not address her with such disregard. He may have trained her as a wo’ken, but in subsequent years, he had stayed at his rank while she was continuously promoted. She now ranked only one star beneath him. However, a haunted shadow behind his piercing glare quelled her angry reply. She waited, letting the silence expand.

      Derrik bowed his head and leaned his elbows on the edge of her map table. The hologram projection vibrated slightly out of focus with the movement and then refocused as its sensors adjusted for the added weight.

      Not looking at her, he exhaled a deep breath and said, “My past changed this night. There is a wanderer traveling through time.”

      Deborah sat up straighter. “The girl,” she breathed.

      Derrik nodded. “Yes. I’m afraid so.”

      “If I may ask, what changed?”

      Derrik looked up and pointed at her. “First, this information does not leave this room.”

      “Of course.”

      Derrik relaxed his shoulders and leaned back on the table. He steepled his fingers and peered into the holographic image. Then, humming a quick note, he made a green tack appear along the River Röa.

      “When I was a new lieutenant and the war had not yet started, almost six hundred years ago, my first command station was there, where the Forsaken Forest reaches the fjord. That is where she appeared to me. I suspected what she was, so I took her in and trained her how to safely enter and exit the stream with a bubble shield.”

      Deborah tsked. “Training a wo’ken outside of Paragon is dangerous!”

      Derrik nodded. “I was young then. There was something about her that made me want to help . . .” Much to Deborah’s impatience, he trailed off and lapsed into a brooding silence. She watched the thoughts play across his expression as he sorted through the jumble of new memories. She thought back to the skirmish in the neutral zone only two nights before. The powerful explosion that had expelled her circle of soldiers from the sleeper’s dream. It had to be from the boy twin. It had felt raw and unchecked. A perfect example of the dangers of training wo’ken outside the protection of the capital cities.

      “The war is coming to a head,” she said. “The signs are all here.” She gestured toward Derrik. “A wanderer traveling through time”—she stood and waved her hand above the map—“the Divided are more active than they’ve been in a hundred years, and”—she leaned over and whispered in his ear—“I’ve heard whispers of the phoenix prophecy involving the girl.”

      Derrik’s face paled. He swallowed. De’nah Deborah couldn’t resist a small smile when she saw her guess land. He knew the girl was wrapped up in the prophecy somehow.

      “If the Council finds out she’s also a wanderer . . .” Deborah trailed off.

      “Yes, I know,” Derrik responded, agony etched on his brow. He stood and strode across the room. It was a curious reaction.

      If only the Alethia had not commanded that the girl be sent into the stream. Then, she would be here now, and De’nah Deborah could use her to track down her brother, perhaps even recruit them both to the United. Why the reversal? Why order De’nah to bring the twins to Imperious Nox from Earth, if she were to turn around and put the girl straight back into the dream stream? It made no sense, unless the councilwoman knew what was going to happen—knew that she would travel through the stream where she’d be rescued by the young Derrik.

      Deborah frowned, a suspicion forming. “You act as if you care for her.”

      Derrik turned heel and strode back to her. He inhaled deeply and balled his fists. “And if I do?”

      “It’s just a strange reaction to a sleeper not even from your own planet.” Deborah tilted her head. “You must have become close.”

      Derrik shook his head. “Not like that. She looks like her mother.”

      “Her mother?” Deborah gave him a questioning look. Before the war, she remembered hearing rumors about Derrik and another general named Lilith. That was when De’nah Deborah was still a wo’ken so she had not paid attention to the drama of her teachers. Except six hundred years later, everyone in Imperious Nox now knew the woman as the Divided queen. If memory served, once the war had broken out, the two had gone their separate ways, literally. “You mean the Divided queen?”

      “The same. She gave birth to twins shortly after she proclaimed herself Queen of the Divided.”

      Deborah frowned. “Then, how did they end up on Earth? And in this time? They’re only teenagers, maybe sixteen or seventeen now. Yet that was—”

      “She’s a wanderer.”

      “You jest. The queen is a wanderer? That explains a lot. The council knows?”

      “Yes, they know the queen is a wanderer. That’s why I’m here.”

      “I recently had a visit from a council member as well,” Deborah said, sharing the full details of the meeting. “She was interested in these twins from Earth as well. You both are.” Then, Deborah recalled a memory from when she healed the girl. Commander Derrik had been unusually demanding that night, wanting to see the girl. Deborah had forgotten the incident in the intervening weeks, chalking it up to his general command duties. But now, his interest took on more meaning. Combined with the information about the prophecy from the councilwoman, it could mean something more. She raised an eyebrow. “They’re yours?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re sure? This is Lilith.”

      “Yes. And even if she did lie, I’d still claim them.”

      De’nah Deborah compared Derrik’s face—his dark hair, blue eyes—with her memories of the twins. “The boy has your eyes. And your hair. The girl, it’s harder to tell.” She tilted her head. Honestly, he’d never struck her as the type of person who wanted to be a parent. More loyalty inspiring, charge the front lines, keep your swords clean, straight-laced duty type. A soldier. And soldiers did not make good parents.

      “Her name is Terryn. That’s what she said—that Trigg looks like me.”

      “So your clandestine affair resulted in at least one, probably two clandestine children who the queen hid in a remote planet in the far future by traveling through the dream stream because . . . why? The prophecy?”

      “Partially, yes. Since the prophecy prevented us from separating them, and the queen’s curse prevented either of us from keeping them both, we agreed to hide them in the far future until they were older.”

      “But no one knows about the girl inheriting her mother’s power?”

      “No, they couldn’t have. I only suspected until my past changed just this night.”

      “But you trained her six hundred years ago to travel the stream?”

      “Right. I haven’t seen her since then. We didn’t part on good terms.”

      “So it’s a fair assumption that she’s been traveling in the stream all this time, in which case, the changes in your past wouldn’t have taken effect until she returned from the fourth dimension.”

      “Correct.”

      De’nah Deborah punched buttons on a screen along the wooden table. “Quick, do you have any idea where she would have gone?” The holographic map changed to an overview of the tower’s sleeper fields. Rows of dots lit the space, denoting the presence of a sleeper. Every few moments one would wink out, and another appeared in its place as the sleepers drifted between the third and fifth dimensions.

      “She said she wanted to rescue her brother, Trigg, so they could go home.”

      De’nah Deborah swiped the touch screen. As her fingers moved, the view of the sleeper field map zoomed in and out. “She can’t travel here to the fifth dimension until she’s passed through the Moon Mirror, which means if she fell asleep in the Between, she would have returned to the third dimension.” She skimmed through the maps of the sleeper fields, searching for a sleeping Terryn. She’d found Trigg this way in the fields. It would be a simple matter to find Terryn.

      “I warned her not to do that.” Derrik shook his head but leaned eagerly over the map.

      “Welcome to being a parent of a teenager.” De’nah Deborah barked a laugh. “They don’t listen.”

      Derrik gave her a rueful smile. “You’d know more about that than me, Commander.”

      They shared a moment of camaraderie like when they’d served on the flying ship Re’tania, before the war had taken her son and the children of so many parents. Their mirth faded as her smile dimmed with the memory.

      “That was a long time ago.” De’nah Deborah returned her gaze to the spinning display. “I’m sure it’s different now.”

      “Not much has changed, actually.” Derrik reached out and stopped the map. A glowing golden dot, three times brighter than any of the dots around it, burned in the map’s center.

      “You found her!” Excitement coursed through De’nah Deborah. She adjusted her view to zoom in. As the view focused, she saw the dots surrounding Terryn’s and groaned. They were pitch black. “Ker’zick! She’s surrounded by sleepers infected with the Blight.”

      “Like I said, nothing much has changed,” Derrik said, drawing his sword. “You do what you must to protect your kids. Come, we need to get to the tower.”

      He dashed from the room. Deborah hesitated long enough to return the display to the view from earlier that morning. Then, swiping up on a metal band around her wrist, she spoke into the device.

      “Captain Loh’relion?”

      “Yes, sir.” The dur’dalis’s voice crackled through the wristband.

      “Please assemble the other commanders at the tower. There’s been a change of plans. It looks like you’ll get to keep your groundweaver after all.”
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      Terryn woke to someone stroking her hair. The touch felt good but cold. She kept her eyes closed, hoping it was her mom.

      “I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” a voice she recognized, Ryan, whispered as if talking to himself. “And here you are, in the last place I thought to look, but in hindsight the most obvious.”

      She opened her eyes and looked into Ryan’s face. It was paler than she remembered. He’d become thinner since she last saw him. Dark circles filled in the space under his eyes. Her head rested in his lap. She smiled up at him, trying to hide her disappointment. Ryan was her best friend, but she’d really hoped when she opened her eyes, she’d see her mom.

      Terryn had a vision about her mom and Derrik, her dad, abandoning her and Trigg at the Children’s Home. Terryn hoped she could travel the dream stream and find her mother to convince her not to do that.

      Except she’d taken a wrong turn and fallen asleep. In the dream stream. But she wasn’t in the dream stream if Ryan was here, she realized.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Are you okay?” he asked, ignoring her question. She pushed herself up. They were in her bed at the Catholic Charities Children’s Home. Her head spun. Confused, Terryn looked around her.

      The fog of sleep made it hard to think. A surge of images, hazy like all dreams were upon waking, flowed through her mind: a stream with dangerous eel creatures, a sky of stars that weren’t stars, a gnome named Ne’Tasha, a boy named Helo who talked to birds, a coppery owl, her dad—Derrik—and Trigg.

      “My head hurts. I had this crazy dream,” she said. Except it didn’t feel like a dream, she thought, afraid of what Ryan would think if she admitted that out loud. She rubbed her eyes and then blinked in the morning sun shining through the two windows in her room. One faced west, toward the river. The other north, toward the backyard. Cold air seeped through its open sill. Goose pimples ran down her arms. She shivered.

      “Terr, you’re shaking,” Ryan said. He reached over to pull her into an embrace. Gasping, Terryn grabbed her purple comforter, wrapped it around herself, and jumped out of bed. She spun to confront him.

      “What are you doing here? In my bed?” she asked, eyes wide.

      “Can’t a guy be worried about his girl?” Ryan gave her a disarming smile, but a spark of concern lit his brown eyes. “You were screaming.”

      Terryn’s thoughts raced. “Screaming? Your girl? Like girlfriend?” Her forehead still tingled where he’d stroked it. It had been a familiar touch, and to Terryn’s surprise, part of her wanted to jump right back in his arms and pretend she hadn’t awoken yet. This couldn’t be right. Could it?

      “C’mon, Terryn,” he pleaded. “We’ve been dating for almost two months. Remember? Since the night of the dance.”

      “No . . .” Terryn rubbed her eyes. “I don’t . . .” It’s been two months? But, I didn’t go to the dance with him.

      The guilt of telling him no that night still burned in her mind. She’d left him for Trigg. She ran her hand down her face, willing the memories to return. Except a blurry mist blocked her thoughts. As she focused on it, other memories formed in the depth of her mind. “I mean, wait.”

      She started remembering something. Maybe she had gone with him? She remembered the thrill of his hand in hers while they slow danced in the dark gym. Then the next school day, the excitement of opening a folded note from him, delivered by Keegan, that asked her out. Getting a crick in her neck from leaning on his shoulder while watching scary movies at the theater. How proud she felt when they held hands at school. And then that one time, during a birthday party at the Children’s Home, when they’d snuck behind the recreation building and kissed for the first time.

      “That’s right,” Ryan said. He stood and grabbed her hand. His hand was cold. “You do remember.”

      “It’s confusing.” Terryn shook her head and stepped away from his reach. She pulled her comforter closer around her shoulders. Even if he was her boyfriend, she did not want him to see her ratty T-shirt and pajama shorts. The misty memories of them being “something” coalesced in her mind the more she focused. “I remember you asking me to the dance at the Ice Cream Shack. I remember other things, too. These eel creatures. A stream with singing stars and learning magic to find Trigg.”

      Ryan wrapped Terryn in a hug. “Shh! Shh! I know it’s scary, but it’s nothing you need to worry about. You’re awake now. You’re home.”

      Terryn closed her eyes and said into his chest, “So it was all a dream?” The sound of his heartbeat felt reassuring. This was real. It had to be.

      “Yes, it was all a dream,” Ryan replied. He held his lips to her head. They felt cold. She pulled back, surprised, and looked up at him. Out of the corner of her eye, it seemed as if his eyes flickered to solid black and then back again. It happened so fast, she was unsure of what she saw.

      “Are you okay?” she asked, searching his nut-brown eyes.

      He pressed his nose to hers. “The best I’ve been in a long time.” He smiled and his eyes lit up, quelling her doubt. She was still a bit sleepy. It was probably a weird angle of the light, she decided.

      He wound his arms around her and buried his head into her shoulder. He smelled of evergreen and vanilla. She inhaled. They stood quietly for a moment. Then Ryan kissed the small of her neck. Pleasure tickled down her spine. She had forgotten how much she missed him. She could get used to this feeling of belonging.

      He placed his hand on her hip. His hand felt like ice. It doused the tingles and replaced them with guilt. They should not be here. She should not be doing this, for more reasons than one. Terryn leaned back.

      “So, how did you get in my room? I’m pretty sure that’s not allowed.” Terryn smiled, pulling back from their embrace. “Someone could have seen you.” She put her hands on her hip and cocked her head. “Like my roommate!”

      “Don’t be mad.” Ryan winked. His eyes filled with mischief. “I couldn’t help noticing your window was cracked. So I climbed through when I heard your bad dream. Keegan obviously wasn’t here to wake you up and someone had to do it!”

      “Were you spying on me?” Terryn poked him. The movement felt natural, as if she’d done it many forgotten times before. As Ryan dodged, several misty memories of similar tickle fights between them buzzed into existence.

      Ryan held up his hands in defense. “Guilty, but you can’t blame me for wanting to rescue the beautiful neighbor girl.”

      Terryn blushed.

      “You have to leave before Sister Rachel finds us.” She pointed toward the open window. “Go.”

      Ryan bowed. “As you command.” He put his foot on the sill and then paused. He turned back toward her. “One more kiss?”

      Terryn rolled her eyes, then relented. His lips felt firm on hers, but most of all familiar.

      “See you later.”

      “Bye.”

      Ryan disappeared around the corner of the Children’s Home, heading to the path that led to his mom’s house.

      Terryn closed the window, her lips still tingling. Having a boyfriend could be fun, she thought, but part of her also wondered if it all wasn’t maybe too good to be true.

      She still felt confused about why Ryan had been in her room. That was strange, but was it any stranger than dreaming of a world with singing stars, angels, and talking owls?

      Pain stabbed her forehead. The misty memories rolling through her mind felt like they were laced with barbed wire. She rubbed her temples. Sorting through what was a dream and what was real gave her a headache.

      She needed to find Trigg. If he was here, then she’d know for sure it was a dream.

      The smell of blueberry pancakes and syrup drifted under the door. It was Trigg’s favorite breakfast. Sister Rachel only cooked them on Saturdays, which meant Trigg was probably already in the common area with the other boys. Her stomach rumbled. Terryn pressed her hands to her stomach. Her touch brought no pain. The twin tug was gone.

      Another sign that perhaps everything had been an elaborate dream.

      The dream memories faded, but she still wasn’t convinced that she’d just dreamed it all. The more she tried to remember, the more they slipped away. She needed to find Trigg.

      She crossed the thin, multicolored rug and opened the dresser. Locating her favorite jeans and a long-sleeved shirt, she dressed. Then, finally, she slipped on a pair of fluffy socks.

      They kept her feet warm as she walked down the hardwood hallway in the girls’ wing, through the foyer, and into the common area, which adjoined the kitchen.

      The large room contained two oversized sectionals and a bulky TV. Tyrell, Jerome, and Mike—the three boys who most often played games with Trigg—sat cross-legged on the carpet, mashing the buttons on their controllers. Super Mario Bros. characters bounced on the older television. Terryn scanned the room. Trigg should have been with them. He was always up early on the weekends for Saturday morning video games.

      The boys didn’t even look at her as she plopped down on the ottoman near Tyrell.

      “Hey guys.”

      Tyrell, a skinny kid with an afro, spared her a quick glance. “’Sup.”

      “Is Trigg up?”

      Tyrell gave her a guarded look. “What?” The other two ignored her. Suspicion wormed into her thoughts. “Trigg. My brother?”

      Tyrell averted his gaze and shook his head. But, Jerome looked at her pointedly. “We don’t know him, Terryn.”

      She felt like she had a thumb growing out of her forehead. Ugh. She could tell she wasn’t welcome. She pushed herself off the cushion. “Uh, okay. Thanks.”

      Embarrassed, she fled into the kitchen. Muted snickers followed her. Why were they laughing? She brushed it off. Boys being boys, she told herself. Nothing to worry about. Sister Rachel would know what was going on with Trigg. Maybe he was at a doctor’s appointment. Though that seemed unlikely since she always went to his appointments with him. That seemed a logical explanation for his absence. Except for the growing feeling of unease in her stomach.

      On the kitchen’s far wall, Sister Rachel cooked on a commercial griddle on which two dozen plate-sized pancakes bubbled. The friendly clatter of plates and silverware being pulled from the shelves by Terryn’s best friend and roommate, Keegan, punctuated the heat radiating from the grill. The open screen door welcomed in a chilly fall breeze, which cut through the heat and gave the room a cozy feeling. Further adding to the comforting space was the long kitchen table, which was actually a hodgepodge of smaller tables pushed together. A collection of wooden benches, folding chairs, and rickety wooden chairs rounded out the seating selection.

      Keegan gave her a tentative smile while setting twelve places.

      Sister Rachel flipped the final pancakes onto a ceramic platter big enough to hold a Thanksgiving turkey. “Good morning, Ter.” She beamed as Terryn approached. She nodded to the steaming plate with an unopened stick of butter next to it. “Be a dear?”

      Terryn smiled back, her worry tapering at Sister Rachel’s use of Trigg’s nickname for her. She found a butter knife and slipped square dabs of butter into the golden folds.

      “Did you sleep good?” Sister Rachel asked.

      “Yes, but I had the weirdest dream,” Terryn replied. “Or at least I think it was a dream.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      She frowned. “I’m not sure where to start. Trigg was sick and he had to go to a different world. There was this man-bat named Barnabus. A world called Imperious Nox.” The memories streamed back over Terryn as she spoke. The recall seemed so real, like memories. “I learned how to weave magic and travel in a magic stream. It was . . .”

      Sister Rachel stared at her. The final batch of pancakes sizzled on the smoking griddle.

      “Sister?”

      “Oh!” the nun yelped and scooped the last four pancakes onto the platter. Their sooty sweetness threatened to choke Terryn. “Did you skip taking your medicine again last night?” Sister Rachel gave Terryn a pointed look by raising her brown eyebrows. She knew the unspoken words in her expression: I know you didn’t, and if you admit it now, things will go easier for you.

      Terryn’s stomach sank. “Medicine? As in my medicine?”

      Sister Rachel set down the spatula and moved the platter to the table. “Yes, yours. Who else’s would it be?”

      Terryn scrunched her face, unsure. “Trigg’s?” The unease from when his friends had looked at her, when she’d mentioned his name, returned in full force.

      “Oh Terryn!” The nun placed her hands on her hips. Her expression crinkled with disappointment. “You skipped your dose, so stop with the dramatics. Sister Elizabeth couldn’t find you in your room last night either. Where were you? Why would you do that?”

      “Do what? I was in my bed the whole night!” Terryn protested, despite her misgivings. Half-formed memories of a star field and angels clouded her thoughts, and there was something else she was supposed to do. But then the thought was gone. “What are you talking about?”

      “You’re supposed to take your medicine. Every night before bed and each morning when you wake up. Otherwise your nightmares come back.”

      “But I’m not . . .”

      “Don’t you say it!”

      “. . . sick.”

      “Yes you are.”

      “No, Trigg is sick. Not me.”

      Sister Rachel sighed and wiped her hands on a dishtowel. “We should talk. Keegan, we’ll be right back.” She hung up the towel and beckoned Terryn out onto the enclosed back porch. Terryn followed, against her better judgment.

      The porch itself was large enough to fit both Terryn and Sister Rachel, along with a small table and chair and a long row of three-tiered shelves. A rainbow collection of cans decorated the shelves. Last summer, a construction crew had volunteered to enclose the porch and weatherproof it, but the chilly October air still seeped in along the edges of the glass storm windows that overlooked the basketball court and parking lot out back.

      Terryn crossed her arms and faced Sister Rachel.

      “Terryn, listen to me,” Sister Rachel spoke softly. Her brown eyes bore intently into Terryn’s light-blue ones. She stroked the side of Terryn’s head and tucked a wayward blonde strand behind her ear. “Trigg is not real. You were the only one left on this doorstep right here fifteen years ago. Just you. By yourself. You don’t have a brother.”

      The nun’s gentle touch underscored the sincerity of her words. Terryn got the impression that Sister Rachel had told her this several times before. Yet, disbelief spread through her. Not have a brother?

      “That’s ridiculous! I remember him.” Terryn jerked away from Sister Rachel and stepped back. “How can you say that? That Trigg doesn’t exist?”

      “Oh sweetheart.” Sister Rachel pulled Terryn into a huge hug and squeezed the breath from her. “What you’re remembering is not real. It’s a vision caused by the schizophrenia. It’s not you. He’s not here.”

      “Trigg’s not here?” Terryn whispered, more to herself, but Sister Rachel misunderstood and answered.

      “No.” Sister Rachel withdrew from the hug and looked directly into Terryn’s eyes. “And he never has been because he’s not real.”

      Terryn stared for a few awkward seconds. Waiting for the punch line. Surely Sister Rachel would start laughing. Explain this was all a joke. Surely, Trigg was still sleeping in his room, or at a doctor’s appointment and would be back. Terryn had not imagined all of it. De’nah Deborah. Derrik. Helo. Imperious Nox. Her entire life with her brother.

      It was all so real.

      Disbelieving laughter bubbled up from her core. “You’re kidding right?” Yet, when the pitying look on Sister Rachel’s face didn’t change, Terryn’s heart sank. It was impossible.

      Terryn looked over Sister Rachel’s shoulder, through the screened door into the kitchen where Keegan washed the cooking dishes. Her friend tactfully ignored the conversation beyond the flimsy screen barrier. The tentative smile she’d given Terryn took on more meaning now. As did the way the boys had treated her. It was as if she were an invalid or a crazy girl who had to be treated like fragile glass that might break without warning.

      Trigg had always hated it when people did that to him. She opened her mouth to say that and then closed it. Saying so would only further prove their point. She sank onto a chair next to a donated box full of green bean cans.

      She was not crazy. She didn’t feel crazy. There was a simple explanation for this. There had to be.

      Sister Rachel withdrew a small key from her pocket. Turning to the nearest wall, she inserted it into a white, metal cabinet that sat on the highest shelf. The door swung open and revealed a stash of prescription bottles. She withdrew one bottle and locked the cabinet.

      The label had Terryn’s name on it: Aripiprazole prescribed to Terryn Lofton for mild schizophrenia by Dr. Miller.

      Sister Rachel opened it and poured two white pills into her hand. She passed them to Terryn, replaced the bottle, then walked back into the kitchen. Terryn followed close behind. She pulled a glass down from the cabinet and reached around Keegan to fill the cup from the tap.

      Then, handing Terryn the filled glass, she said, “Take it.”

      Terryn put the pills in her mouth and then took the cup from Sister Rachel. She drank and swallowed.

      “Good. Starting now, you will take your medicine each morning and night. If you don’t, someone will supervise to make sure you don’t forget.”

      “But—” Terryn protested, but Sister Rachel cut her off with a curt wave of her hand.

      “This is going to help you get better. I’m not going to let you self-destruct when I can do something to help,” Sister Rachel said. “You have your whole life to live, and there are people who love you very much. Don’t let them down.”

      Terryn nodded meekly. “Yes, ma’am.”

      Sister Rachel examined Terryn’s expression. Terryn forced herself to return her gaze without blinking. Finally, the nun seemed satisfied with what she saw there and turned to walk into the common area.

      “Boys!” she called. “Breakfast is ready!”

      Under cover of the ensuing protests from the boys to “finish one more game,” Terryn dashed to the sink and spit into the empty side. The two little pills swirled and disappeared down the drain.

      Keegan set the last clean dish in the drying rack and gave Terryn a knowing smile.

      Her secret was safe with Keegan. She wasn’t the first kid to chipmunk her medicine. Hopefully, it would buy her enough time to figure out what exactly was going on.

      There was no way she could ever forget her brother and no way he didn’t exist, which meant something wasn’t what it seemed at the Catholic Charities Children’s Home.
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      The cries of soldiers and clash of swords woke Trigg. His head hurt. The smell of the dry, red dirt of the sleeper field caught in his nose and he sneezed. That hurt his head worse.

      Bioluminescent fog swirled around him, turning the nearby sleepers into rows of dark silhouettes. Farther away, here and there, he glimpsed the flash of a United sword or Divided armor. The battle from the sixth dimension had spilled over into the fifth dimension. Whatever spell Ryan had woven in his dream seemed to have thrown everyone back to the sleeper field in Imperious Nox. Trigg felt as if he had bruises all along his body. He pulled himself into a sit and rubbed his head.

      The arid smell of burning metal assaulted Trigg’s nostrils. Beside him, a blackened gash marred the bronze platform Ryan was standing on. The charred edges were smooth as if cut with a knife. What remained of the normally glowing galaxies stamped on its surface were dark. As he examined it, a new sleeper flickered into view. Her ivory skin glistened in the fog’s eerie blue light. Pointed ears peeked from long brown hair. Her clear blue eyes stared ahead, unseeing. Trigg had just registered she was an elf when the platform sputtered like a dying car engine and the elf vanished. Fog peeled away from the platform. Fear rose through Trigg. He retreated with the fog. He didn’t want to be nearby if the platform exploded. Whatever spell Ryan had cast in the dream world had made it unusable.

      Someone needed to know the platform was broken.

      Someone needed to know Terryn was alive. Or, at least, she was not dead.

      Ryan had said she was not in his domain. The fragile feeling of hope that had ignited within Trigg’s chest intensified. Ryan was going to find her, and Trigg could help.

      Except Ryan wasn’t completely Ryan anymore. He was something more, part of the Blight. Something the dream guardians feared. Something Trigg should probably fear, but he pushed that worry aside and focused on what mattered.

      Terryn was alive.

      And for the first time in months, so was he.

      Trigg set off through the fog-wrapped dirt. He needed to find his squad and regroup with them.

      He did his best to navigate to where Lemrick had handed out the walkie-talkies to the squads before he, Cole and Barnabus had entered the sixth dimension. He remembered it being near the pine trees that marked the end of the sleeper field and the beginning of the Forsaken Forest. The sounds of fighting faded the farther he walked.

      Footsteps ran toward him. He stopped and raised his sword. Squinting through the gray mist, he heard someone run by but never saw the owner. He started walking again, going slower, keeping his sword out in case he heard something again. Only the crunch of his sneakers on the packed dirt echoed in the fog.

      Trigg needed a new strategy for the Festival of Lights. He’d blamed himself for Terryn’s death, but if she was alive . . . My reason for dying is now a reason for winning.

      Somehow she had survived the breaking of the bond spell. Trigg blew out a deep breath while trying to dig up the memories from the evening he’d left Earth. Trigg had assumed that when the portal closed, she had suffered an agonizing death. Barnabus had said as much at Murdoch’s command tent.

      How could she have survived that? he wondered. She wasn’t wo’ken. Was she? A sudden realization brought Trigg to a halt.

      Murdoch had wanted Barnabus to bring Terryn into the dream world. Trigg had been a decoy. Murdoch had been so angry, Trigg remembered. That’s why he named me the champion for the camp. I am expendable. I was so miserable back then, I just didn’t connect the dots until now. Trigg gave a disbelieving laugh, the sound echoing through the fog.

      I am such an idiot. How did I not see that before? Terryn is wo’ken. That must be how she survived.

      Excitement coursed through him again, and he picked up his pace. It was all coming back to him now. De’nah Deborah had been right there when the portal had closed. She could have even healed Terryn. Yes! That makes sense. De’nah Deborah had healed her before in the conference room. That was definitely possible. Which meant, Terryn could still be alive, here in Imperious Nox, like Ryan said. But with the United. The same United who had just turned up in Ryan’s dream.

      That can’t be a coincidence, he decided. How would they have known to investigate the sleeper field where Ryan was? Terryn must be with them. Could they have sensed the same disturbance he and Cole had found as well? Maybe Barnabus would know. He could help him find Terryn. Maybe they could work together with Ryan? Though, Trigg doubted Barnabus would want to team up with someone like Ryan who reanimated dead soldiers. The gargoyle seemed too honorable. Guilt laced through Trigg. He wished he could be like that, but

      Ten minutes later, Trigg passed through the fog barrier that marked the edge of the sleeper field. The Forsaken Forest rose before him like skyscrapers made of pine trees. He turned north and headed toward the tops of a groove that looked familiar. Keeping the foggy field on his right, he reached the groove soon enough. There, Lemrick, Cole, and Rizzo waited with weapons drawn. Another ten or twenty soldiers stood on alert. The Forsaken Forest rose behind them like skyscrapers made of pine trees. Early-morning sunlight filtered through the green needles and bathed the soldiers and his fellow squad mates in an emerald and golden glow. They relaxed when they saw him.

      “Buda!” Cole exclaimed. The sylph bounded to him and wrapped him in a hug. “We thought you were dead.”

      “Good to see you, too!” Trigg squirmed out of the embrace with a half-hearted smile. Confronted with his friend, he was suddenly worried how the deal he’d reached with Ryan would sound to Cole.

      He could just imagine how that conversation would go: Hey Cole, great news. My sister isn’t really dead. My sleeper friend, the one whose dream seemed to kill a bunch of your soldier friends and who also happens to reanimate bodies, says she’s alive. We struck a deal. I join with him once I win the tournament and he finds my sister.

      That would go over well. Not. If the only thing Cole did was to slap him upside the head, then Trigg would consider himself lucky. Cole was his friend and should probably know, but family came first. Trigg would do anything to know Terryn was safe.  Even if it meant Cletus the faun got swallowed by the freaky black fog a hundred times over. Resolve twisted Trigg’s stomach.  I won’t tell him. Or anyone. At least for now.

      A shadow passed over the sun. Barnabus soared overhead. He landed, making Trigg envious of his graceful movements, and strode to Lemrick. He motioned for everyone else to gather around them. Except Barnabus refused to look at Trigg.

      Barnabus lifted his sword buckler over his head and then dropped it on the ground. The gargoyle arched his shoulders forward and stretched out his wings before folding them behind him. Sweat and reddish dirt streaked down his face and marred his normally shining armor, which was ripped and frayed in places where United weapons had struck. Despite a few scrapes, a gash above his eye, and bloody knuckles, he seemed to have escaped serious injury.

      Lemrick jumped to her feet and saluted. “Sir,” she said. “Glad to see you here.”

      “Likewise,” he responded, returning her salute. “What’s our status?”

      “Since the sleeper woke and dispersed us into the field, it’s been mass confusion. I’ve accounted for the twenty of our original contingent and then also Len’Leyah. She is out searching for Ni’kel and the fauns.”

      “Cedric and Cletus are missing, too?” Barnabus sighed. “The general won’t be happy about his personal guard being down two bodies. We’re just going to have a cauldron full of good news for him.”

      Lemrick nodded sympathetically. Trigg chimed in, “Ni’kel and I saw one of the fauns during the first explosion get sucked into the fog.”

      Everyone laser focused on Trigg. Barnabus’s gaze made Trigg feel especially exposed. He could tell the gargoyle was not happy with him, but instead of launching an angry accusation, Barnabus remained quiet. Guilt washed over Trigg again. His face heated.

      “What color was the fog?” Lemrick demanded.

      “Black.”

      “Ker’zick!” Lemrick spat. Rizzo, who sat sharpening his sword on the grass, looked like a tightly wound spring that might explode if the wrong thing was said. Cole’s tattoos blazed brightly, and the sylph balled his hands into fists. Barnabus clenched his jaw as if holding back an expletive of his own. He then rubbed his forehead as if he didn’t want to face what he was thinking, but he said it anyway.

      “The Blight.” A soft groan spread among the group.

      Trigg swallowed. “The platform where Ryan was sleeping. It’s broken.”

      The collective groan intensified.

      “It’s a sign, sir.” Lemrick gave Barnabus a sideways look. “The Blight could be trying to break through.”

      Barnabus shook his head and motioned for calm.

      “Let’s not jump to conclusions,” he told Lemrick. “Could just be from the explosion. We don’t know enough, yet.”

      Just then, Len’Leyah limped out of the fog line, carrying Ni’kel on her back like a child. A smattering of cheers circled the group when she reached them.

      “There’s one good thing,” Lemrick muttered. She pulled out a list of soldiers and checked off Ni’kel’s name.

      Rizzo jumped up and reached Len’Leyah first. “Elf, are you hurt?” He grabbed her wrist to stop her movement and leaned down to look at a bloody gash on her bicep. She pulled away from his grip.

      “It’s a mere scratch, human,” she responded with her usual indifference, except it didn’t sound quite so icy as normal. She and Rizzo stared a half second too long before she added, “I will be fine.” She turned and addressed Lemrick and Barnabus. “Ni’kel, however, is in worse shape. His leg seems to be broken.”

      “What happened?” Barnabus asked.

      “I found him surrounded by four United scum who were trying to give him a haircut at the shoulders.”

      Len’Leyah looked grim, but then Ni’kel quipped from over her shoulder, “Except I was too short.”

      Cole chuckled. “Yeah, you are.”

      “And then this beautiful elf appeared like an apparition from the fog and proceeded to correctly show them how to do the job. Excellent piece of fighting, if I do say so myself.”

      Ni’kel chuckled and the group laughed with him, a relieved laugh that melted the tension. Except Barnabus. He remained serious.

      “How many more are missing?” he demanded as he watched Lemrick fold up her list and tuck it into her belt.

      “Three, sir. Two fauns and Commander Teglar.”

      Barnabus bowed his head. Drawing his sword, he placed the hilt over his heart. Lemrick and others standing nearby followed suit. Then, he said, “May their journeys be swift, may the wind guide their spirits, may their memories endure beyond the gates. Somnia en’pace.”

      “Somnia en’pace,” everyone responded.

      After a minute passed, Barnabus said, “Now, we need to figure out why the United were even here.”

      “So much for being near the neutral zone,” Cole muttered.

      “Whatever the reason, it was important enough that they sent a scouting party this far north. I’ll be giving a special debriefing later this afternoon to Murdoch. He needs to know what happened this night. Everyone must be there.” He looked at those around him. “Until then, you’ve all got jobs to do. That explosion not only busted a hole through the wards around the sleeper field—it also damaged one of the platforms. Let’s get the situation contained and cleaned up.”

      Everyone straightened to attention.

      “Lemrick, circle the field and secure the perimeter. Make sure we don’t have any more United soldiers lurking around. Also, any idea how far the damage to the field extends?”

      “The damage where the sleeper’s dream house stood is extensive. Lieutenant Storm of Grimm is out there already investigating how far it goes and repairing what he can.”

      “Well done, sir.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Lemrick replied and then faced Ni’kel. “Officer Ni’kel, you’ll need to go see Lieutenant Storm so he can heal you. Cole and Trigg, I want you to carry him. Then, you two help Grimm however he needs it until it’s time for the debriefing.”

      Barnabus pointed at Trigg and shook his clawed finger. “You, no more doing any magic unless you are specifically directed. I expect to hear a well-reasoned explanation at the debriefing. Why in the world you thought leaving your post in the middle of a battle was a good idea. And then why you would try to weave a spell when you haven’t even been attending the morning sessions.”

      Trigg seethed. He’d saved everyone by getting Ryan to leave. Sure, his magic could be better, but he had woven a shield spell that withstood the weave Ryan had used to freeze everyone else. Didn’t that count for something? Trigg opened his mouth, but Barnabus cut him off.

      “Do you have a death wish, soldier? I don’t want to hear anything but a ‘yes, sir.’ You could have gotten yourself killed, and luck more than anything kept most of us alive just now. Even still, I lost five dream guardians in this little adventure that was supposed to be a training exercise. And there’s going to be hell to pay. New dream guardians just don’t grow on platforms. Four of those guardians we couldn’t even find their bodies! That’s a problem. A very bad problem.”

      Barnabus took a deep breath, as if he was going to explain more, then closed his mouth. “I don’t even want to think about what that potentially means. You better hope that I’m wrong because if not, then the sleepers won’t be the only ones having nightmares. More good soldiers are going to die.”

      He took another deep breath. “So in the meantime, you are to take Ni’kel back into the dream world, as you were told. Cole, show him the way.”

      Trigg made a noise of protest, but then Cole stomped on his foot. “Yes, sir,” he interjected.

      Barnabus glared, daring them to talk back. Cole kept a straight face and his weight on Trigg’s foot. Trigg clenched his jaw and didn’t say anything.

      After a long moment, Barnabus continued, “After that, Cole, show Trigg how to harvest dream mites. Hopefully that will keep you busy and out of trouble for the rest of the day.”

      Cole saluted again. “Roger that, sir.”

      Barnabus looked at Trigg. “I don’t hear you.”

      Through clenched teeth, he spat, “Yes, sir.”

      Barnabus then looked around and addressed the group. “You have six hours till lunch. I expect to see everyone back in camp by then. Dismissed, soldiers.”

      The group of soldiers began moving, but Lemrick called them to attention. “You heard the captain, little snots. Day’s just started. I know we had a long night, but you need to pull out your big girl panties. L squadron gets the job done. Form up and let’s move, move, move!”

      Trigg and Cole went to Len’Leyah, Rizzo, and Ni’kel, who was lying on the ground.

      “Looks like I’m stuck with you knuckleheads,” Ni’kel commented.

      “Don’t get too excited,” Cole quipped. He lightly punched Trigg. “Lighten up, Earth boy. Everybody gets yelled at.”

      Trigg muttered, “It wasn’t my fault.”

      “Aye,” Ni’kel said. “He just needed to blow off some steam. It’s been a long night for everyone, and it looks like it’ll be an even longer morning.”

      “No rest for the weary,” Len’Leyah said, giving Ni’kel a knowing smile as if sharing an inside joke. Her purple eyes glinted with mischief. Ni’kel gave a dry laugh.

      “I don’t see what’s funny.” Rizzo sat on the grass, sharpening his sword. “Fool boy near got us killed. He’s supposed to guard our backs, and the United bust in from nowhere out of freaky black fog.” He paused sharpening, whetstone held in midair, and glared at Trigg with his dark brown eyes. “I’d be pissed, too, if I was old Barney and looking for someone to blame.”

      “You need to shut up,” Trigg said. “You weren’t there. It’s not my fault the United attacked us.”

      “No, you need to learn to follow orders. You didn’t seem to be doing much rear guarding from the center of the room.”

      “Once Ni’kel and I saw one of the fauns get swallowed by the fog, didn’t seem much point.” Trigg glared at Rizzo.

      “Things were just crazy,” Cole added. “You can’t go blaming someone like that. Did you not see the crazy sleeper sitting on the throne who made things explode?”

      Rizzo set the stone down on a bed of dried pine needles, then popped his knuckles. He gave Trigg a pointed look. “No, I must have missed the crazy sleeper part. I was too busy doing my job, hacking up angry United soldiers.” He stretched, his thin shirt accentuating his muscles, making Trigg want to hit him even more. “But I do know one thing. I was friends with those fauns. Their names are Cedric and Cletus. We’ve been on the same squad for over two hundred years now. Spend that amount of time around someone, you learn to trust a being. Know they have your back.” He pounded a fist into his hand and glared at Trigg. “I get ole Barney wanting to blame someone.”

      Len’Leyah stepped closer to Rizzo and laid a hand on his shoulder. He grabbed her hand. She looked down her nose at Trigg. Rizzo continued in a measured voice, “In fact, I suggest you move along with helping Ni’kel before I decide to follow boss man’s example.” His voice lowered and he glared at Trigg. “And you know I’m good for more than yelling.”

      Trigg clenched his fists and stepped toward Rizzo. He wanted nothing more than to punch him straight in his stupid human face. Trigg had imagined that once he got back, he’d tell Barnabus about Terryn being alive and they would immediately send a rescue party. That was not how things were going. He had hardly gotten a word in edgewise.

      Cole pulled him back a step. “Buda, it’s not worth it.”

      “Hey, guys!” Ni’kel grimaced in pain. “A little help?”

      “Sure thing, we’re coming,” Cole said over his shoulder. “I need your help, buda.”

      Trigg let Cole pull him over to Ni’kel. Together they lifted the gnome onto a stretcher one of the other soldiers had brought over. Then they trudged into the fog, Rizzo, Len’Leyah, and the rest of their platoon vanishing behind them.
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      Terryn picked at her pancakes. They tasted like mud. She sat at the mismatched kitchen table along with the other kids who lived at the Children’s Home. They laughed and chatted about their plans for their Saturday as they scooped up their breakfast, utensils tinging against their plates. If Trigg had been sitting in his usual spot next to Jerome, Terryn would have joined the chatter. Before he got sick, Trigg was more friendly than Terryn. Whenever a new kid came to the home, he was the first one to talk to them. Terryn admired that.

      Right now, it didn’t feel right for everyone to be here enjoying their breakfast without him. Without knowing who he was. It didn’t feel right for her to be here. She scooted her chair back and drew the attention of Sister Rachel sitting at the head of the table.

      “May I please be excused,” Terryn asked. “I don’t feel good.”

      “Of course, my dear.” Sister Rachel gave her a sympathetic look. “Go back to your room and get some rest.”

      Terryn nodded but decided that was exactly not what she was going to do. She put her plate in the traditional dirty dish spot on the counter and left the kitchen. Checking over her shoulder to make sure Sister Rachel wasn’t watching, she turned the opposite direction out of the common area and headed toward the boys’ wing.

      She followed a gut instinct. Or, at least that’s what she told herself to avoid feeling a bit crazy. She wanted to see Trigg’s room. She needed to see for herself that Trigg wasn’t there.

      She’d finally remembered what De’nah Deborah had said. When Trigg went to the fifth dimension, everyone would forget him. It would be as if he’d never existed. That was what seemed to be happening. Sister Rachel said Trigg didn’t exist. Trigg’s friends acted like he didn’t exist. Except for some reason, Terryn could remember him. Why? If she didn’t figure out soon which version of reality crowding her head was correct, she would go insane.

      Had she—out of her loneliness—dreamed up a brother, or was De’nah Deborah right?

      The answer should be really obvious, Terryn thought. Who in their right mind believes their dreams are real? That would be crazy.

      Except, Terryn couldn’t shake a gnawing feeling, a knowing that came from a place deep inside of her, that made her toes tingle when she focused. It buzzed inside of her like a gnat that wouldn’t go away. The knowledge that she had a brother. Except it was hard to trust herself because now she had other memories, too, of her life with Ryan—without Trigg. What if she was wrong? She was just a kid. What did she know?

      Of course believing an armor-clad warrior woman seemed crazy. Except what if she was right?

      What if Trigg was real?

      As Terryn walked, the familiar creak of the hardwood floors welcomed her like a favorite song. It was comforting to know that at least that noise was the same as she remembered. There was the scuff mark on the wall from fourth grade when she’d skated down the hall and crashed. But the dent in the drywall from Trigg’s helmet was missing. She paused and touched the spot where the dent should have been and then continued on.

      The antique glass doorknob felt cold as she pushed the door open and crept in. A thin carpet covered the floor. A twin bed was shoved in one corner, and a set of bunk beds occupied the other two. Morning sun streamed through the large window that filled the remaining corner. Trigg was the oldest boy, so he’d claimed the twin bed. Jerome and Tyrell shared the closest bunk with the other ones being occupied by any temporary-stay kids.

      The twin bed was empty. A white sheet and comforter covered it, but that was it. Trigg’s St. Louis Blues fleece blanket was missing. She opened his dresser drawer—something she would have never dreamed of doing before. Empty. She closed the door and sank onto the bed.

      He was gone.

      What had she expected? Especially after the way the others had acted. It wasn’t like they didn’t warn her. She’d been so sure they were wrong. She still felt that way. That buzzing down to her toes was fainter, muffled by reality.

      A tear balanced on her eyelid, but Terryn brushed it away. She would not cry. It was okay; she was fine. Another one dripped a cold trail down her cheek. Followed by another and another. She was not crying. Taking a deep breath, she centered her weight and closed her eyes. She counted her breaths, in and out.

      There was nothing more, nothing less than her breath.

      She focused and performed the same exercise Derrik had taught her to weave the bubble shield spell. No magic glowed like in the Between. Instead, she imagined a flower opening in the dark of her mind. She confronted her fear and worry about herself, Trigg, her uncertainty about the dream world, her anxiety about taking a pill. She placed each of those thoughts on their own petals. Then, in the back of her mind, she let them drift downward into an imaginary stream that whisked them away into nothingness.

      As they disappeared, a sense of peace spread through Terryn. Her breathing came easier. Her tears stopped.

      Trigg wasn’t gone. He just wasn’t here. Determination flowed into her mind, lighting up the stream with a golden glow. Her memories of Trigg returned with it.

      How Trigg had looked as he opened the fleece blanket last Christmas. How they’d sat holding flashlights on the floor and playing cars and dolls, when they started pillow flights with the other kids that spread through the entire home. There were so many good memories to remember, yet the impact Trigg had had on all their friends here at the Children’s Home was gone. That was so unfair.

      Within herself, time froze. Her eyes opened.

      Through the window, the tree branches stopped mid-sway. The sunlight stopped moving with the shadows, its beams turning to solid bars of light, connecting the window and floor. The room flickered. Trigg’s Blues blanket reappeared on the bed. His Nine Inch Nails poster appeared on the wall. Trigg’s phone charger, his comb, his hair ties, his hairspray all appeared on the dresser. The dust on his mirror disappeared and so did Terryn’s reflection. Startled both at not seeing herself and also seeing Trigg’s room the way she remembered it, Terryn lost her focus.

      Trigg’s things vanished.

      The trees continued swaying, the golden sun bars disappeared, and her reflection reappeared.

      Terryn blinked. She walked to the twin bed and touched the sheet. Had she done that? Was that magic? She sank onto the bed and surveyed the room, trying to puzzle out what had happened.

      It happened so fast, it seemed like a hallucination, but she felt almost certain time itself had flown backward. She wasn’t sure if it was magic or what Sister Rachel had called an episode. Or maybe both.

      She squeezed her eyes shut. Maybe she could make it happen again.

      Before she could control her thoughts, a hand curled around her waist. Her eyes flashed open. Ryan, his russet hair framing his pale face, sat next to her.

      “Ryan! What are you doing here?” Terryn exclaimed as a wave of warmth spread through her. She wanted to push him away—give herself some space to think—but she also wanted his closeness and the comfort it offered.

      “What do you think I’m doing?” he murmured into her neck as he trailed his cold lips down her collarbone. His breath made warm divots along her skin and sent goosebumps racing down her arms.

      Terryn scooted out of his grasp, though it was the last thing she wanted to do.

      “Seriously, how did you get in here? Sister Rachel is going to kill us.” Terryn stood to leave, but Ryan grabbed her wrist, pulled her back, and caged her against him.

      “Stay for a minute,” he implored. “Sister Rachel won’t care. She’s the one who told me where to find you.”

      “She knows I’m here, in Trigg’s room?” Terryn raised an eyebrow, allowing him to pull her into his arms, against her better judgment. His touch was electrifying. She was surprised she hadn’t noticed it earlier. But she had just woken up. Maybe the spark was there the whole time, and she just hadn’t noticed it.

      “It’s okay—she said it was okay. I came for breakfast, but you were already gone. She said you weren’t feeling good and had gone to your room. But I know you.”

      Terryn grinned and looped her arms around his neck, shuddering when his skin chilled hers. It must be colder outside than she realized. “I guess you do.”

      I am going to kiss him.

      She touched her forehead to his. Happiness jolted through her at their touch. His brown eyes burned with intensity. He dropped his hands to her waist and pulled her closer to him. She tilted her chin up, searching for his lips. He leaned around and kissed her cheek, then whispered, “We need to talk about something first.”

      Terryn bit her lip, to keep from screeching in frustration, and nodded. “Okay?”

      “Ter, you know if there’s anything going on with you, you can tell me. Right?” He brushed his fingers along her cheek and peered into her eyes. “I’m here for you.”

      A tendril of worry slunk into her stomach. The sincerity in his eyes made her want to believe him, but something in his voice, almost a subtle echo, gave her pause. “What do you mean?” she said, apprehension pinching her voice.

      “I mean that I want to help.” He slid his hands into hers. They were icy and dry, and the gesture seemed sweet. Except, except, except . . . The buzzing of knowing deep inside of Terryn made her hesitate. Something seemed off, but what if it was just her being overly cautious?

      “Sister Rachel told me you’re talking about Trigg again.” His grip tightened.

      Terryn studied him. His expression seemed honest. Maybe she just imagined that echo. She must not be thinking straight. Why would he say something he didn’t mean? He’d asked her to the dance and she’d said yes. This was what she wanted. The buzzing increased. Wasn’t it?

      She decided to trust him. She didn’t have anyone else.

      “My brother is gone, and no one seems to remember him. I don’t know what to do.”

      “You can always talk to me.” He brushed her hand with his lips. Sparks flew through her fingers and calmed the buzzing. “About anything.”

      “Thanks, Ryan. It’s good to hear that.”

      “I don’t want you to disappear again.” He gave her a lopsided smile.

      “Again?”

      “Last time you stopped taking your medicine, you left—determined to go all the way to the city to find Trigg,” Ryan explained. He tapped her on the nose. “That’s what I love about you. Once you set your mind to something, you do it. You don’t care what anyone else thinks.”

      “I care what you think.” The words sprang unbidden from her mouth, but they rang true.

      “Then trust me,” he whispered and kissed her.

      His lips were sweet and their kiss deepened. Her mouth tingled with pleasure. Their tongues interlaced and swirled as one. More goosebumps cascaded down her back, tightening her skin.

      Ryan was her best friend. If she had to move on with her life and forget, she could do it with Ryan. If Trigg was gone and no one remembered him, did that mean she was free to live? If he didn’t exist at all, what were her obligations to her brother?

      The incessant buzzing increased. She tried to shut it out but it wouldn’t stop. Trigg did exist. He just wasn’t here. Terryn gently disengaged from Ryan’s mouth. He darted in for another, eyes closed. Terryn turned her head. His lips landed on her neck, which sent another round of delicious chills down her spine.

      “Ryan,” she murmured. “We have to stop. Someone’s going to come looking.”

      “Can’t,” he replied, bestowing a line of kisses on her neck. “You’re irresistible.”

      “That’s not fair.” Terryn grabbed his shoulders and firmly pushed herself off him. “How is it fair for us to do this when deep down inside all I can think of is that I should be out there”—Terryn waved to the sky outside the window—“looking for him?”

      Ryan sobered. He moved to the edge of the bed, and Terryn scooted next to him. He took her hand, interlacing his long narrow fingers with hers. Peering into her eyes, he said, “Terryn, there’s no one more in this world—real or otherwise—who I care for more than you. You can trust me.”

      “You promise? I can’t seem to remember what was a dream and what isn’t anymore.”

      “Promise. I get the past couple months have been hard. But since you started taking your medicine, it’s like the old Terryn has come back to me. Please don’t stop fighting it. Keep fighting. For me?”

      Ryan squeezed her hand. Terryn squeezed back. “I will try.”

      “Ter, this is important. Me, Sister Rachel, Keegan, and all the kids here, we need you to do more than try. We need you to be you.”

      With his other hand, he revealed an orange prescription bottle. It rustled delicately as he pulled it out of his pocket.

      Terryn pulled her hands from his. “Ryan! What? How?”

      “Sister Rachel. She talked to Keegan.” Seeing Terryn’s frustrated expression, he added, “It’s not her fault. Sister Rachel asked her directly. Did you want her to lie?”

      “No.” Terryn deflated like a crushed balloon. “So she knows I chipmunked the ones she gave me this morning.”

      Ryan’s lips thinned and he nodded.

      “Well this sucks.” Terryn let out a breath. “Doesn’t leave me much choice.”

      “Why does it have to be a choice? Don’t think of it like that. Instead, think of it as choosing to get better. If not for yourself, then for me. Please?”

      He was not wrong. After Trigg, he and Keegan were her only friends. She took the bottle from him and opened it. Spilling out two white capsules into her hand, she paused.

      Ryan watched her. Beyond his brown eyes and gorgeous hair and pale skin, in the space above his head, she focused. Imagining a flower unfurl. Unlike the Between, no magic waited for her. She wished for a golden aura to shine above his head. She wanted to see a vision of them on their wedding day, graduating from college together, and later with two kids and a dog. The perfect family she never had.

      What could be wrong with wanting that for herself? She deserved that.

      But no aura appeared to show her the correct path. Just that incessant buzzing and Ryan’s hopeful expression. Yet, from the buzzing deep in her mind, a thread of doubt had spun into existence. There was something more about her dream than just Trigg. If only she could remember, but her thoughts swirled in misty memories and a headache that still lingered from this morning. It was hard to know what to do, and Ryan had promised to help.

      “For us, Ter?”

      Oh hell. If she couldn’t remember it, was it really real then?

      She swallowed the pills.

      “If this doesn’t help, then you’re fired.” She took his hand.

      “You’ll feel better. We promise.”

      His mouth found hers and she lost herself in the impossible perfect future.
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      The crunch of their feet on the caked dirt echoed around Cole and Trigg as the stretcher that held Ni’kel swung between them. They walked down a row of sleepers, each swaying on their individual metal platforms. The glowing fog tendrils hooked into their heads and provided just enough light to see the ground in front of them. Trigg led the way. His hands twisted behind him, carrying the front of the stretcher, as he walked forward. Cole occasionally gave directions from behind.

      Trigg mulled over how he was going to tell the others about Terryn without making it seem like he’d struck a deal with a possessed sleeper. He had finally decided the best plan was to tell Murdoch about Terryn being alive. What he really wanted right now was to curl up in his tent and sleep. He’d been up since yesterday morning. So much had happened that he hadn’t really had time to process it yet.

      Finally, after ten minutes, the broken platform where Ryan had been standing came into view. Trigg slowed and called back to Cole that they’d arrived.

      “What is up with you?” Cole asked Trigg as they set Ni’kel down.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re being awfully quiet. Something must have happened in the dream with your friend. He cast some serious magic that kicked us out and scattered everyone throughout the sleeper field, even the United,” Cole explained. “You’d been missing for thirty minutes. What happened? I was worried.”

      Ni’kel stayed quiet, but his ears were at attention as if he was interested in knowing, too. Trigg sighed. “I’m not exactly sure what happened myself. Why don’t you two weave the gateway spell to the dream? I’ll try to explain on the way.”

      Cole agreed and sang the notes for the gateway spell. Red energy glowed around his hands. In the air, he drew an imaginary door. His fingertip left glowing red dots. Ni’kel harmonized. The gnome’s weave glowed green and threaded through Cole’s dots. Once connected, the space in the door fizzled away. In its place was an opening into the sweeping, grassy field of the dream world. Behind the rolling hill, Trigg could make out the roads and rooftops of the sleepers’ dream homes.

      Cole nodded appreciatively to the gnome. Then, he and Trigg picked up the stretcher and trudged into the opening. Trigg shivered as he passed through. It was easier this time, but the memory of pain on Terryn’s face still stung his heart. If only he’d been quicker. She could have been here now, training with him.

      Once the gateway closed, Cole sang a few quick notes. Suddenly, Ni’kel’s stretcher lifted out of Trigg’s hands. He spun with surprise.

      “What?” Trigg exclaimed. He expected to see Ni’kel in a heap on the ground. Instead, the gnome sat comfortably on the floating stretcher. Ni’kel grinned, flashing his sharp teeth. His good leg hung off the edge just inches above the ground.

      Cole laughed at Trigg’s bewildered expression. “Benefits of being in the dream world.”

      Trigg grunted, slightly annoyed. There went his excuse for not talking.

      “Don’t be like that.” Cole lightly punched his shoulder. “It’s cool.”

      Trigg rubbed his shoulder and rolled his eyes. “Fine. Having a floating stretcher is pretty cool.”

      “Good. Now that that’s cleared up, buda, tell us what happened after the freezing spell.”

      “Fine, but only if you promise to keep an open mind. I didn’t do anything wrong. We just talked.” Trigg explained that Ryan froze everyone else because he wanted to talk to Trigg. Ryan was looking for Terryn, who he believed was still alive. Trigg left out the part where he agreed to help Ryan find Terryn after the tournament. And the part about reanimated United soldiers. No need to make them angrier about something that wasn’t a problem yet, Trigg decided.

      “Wow,” Cole said when Trigg finished. “Terryn being alive seems like really great news.” He grinned. “Maybe Murdoch will let you off the hook for being the candidate.”

      Trigg shook his head. “Short of Terryn walking into the camp, I doubt it.”

      “Still,” Cole added. “Now you just need to find her before the creepy boyfriend.”

      “Yeah,” Trigg said. A sharp stab of guilt spread through him for omitting important details from his friend. “How can I do that? I still have to train for the tournament. Plus all the regular stuff like eating and sleeping. How am I going to find time to go search for Terryn?”

      “You’re not,” interjected Ni’kel. “Excuse me for saying so, boy, but you’re locked down as the candidate. No way Murdoch lets you out of the agreement. Only way is if you desert.”

      Trigg sighed and shook his head. “Yeah and get caught two days later in the Forsaken Forest and strung up for a deserter, assuming the ghosts in the woods don’t get me first.”

      “So you stay, then. Double your training efforts. Don’t die during the tournament. Win it and then get named the Queen’s Champion,” Ni’kel said. “Then instead of Murdoch being your boss, you answer to the queen.”

      Cole added, “Not great choices, buda. The Queen’s Champion becomes a de facto member of the war council and a commander in her army. Assuming you survive.”

      “I don’t know what else to do. I owe Terryn that much to find her. Murdoch really wanted to find her before. I’ll bring it up with him during the debriefing tomorrow,” Trigg said. “I think it’s the only way.”

      They reached the outskirts of the suburban sprawl of the dream field. Houses faded in and out of view as the sleepers awoke in the physical world. However, the familiar silhouette of the Children’s Home rose above the buildings as they approached the street.

      “Whoa, that’s not right,” said Cole at the sight. “It should have disappeared when Ryan did.”

      Trigg swallowed. He had a guess as to why it hadn’t, but he wasn’t about to share it. If Ryan was possessed by the Blight, he was not a normal sleeper. Normal sleepers returned to the third dimension when they woke. What if Ryan had, instead, gone to the Blight’s domain—in whatever dimension that was. The thought sent shivers down his spine.

      When they reached its tall iron gate, a flurry of activity filled the yard. Dozens of the soldiers Trigg recognized from the evening before. Some gathered around the front porch, scraping the dark gray slime off the building. Others ran to and fro with messages or fetched a tool someone needed somewhere else. A large faun, wearing a red jacket, occupied the center of the activity. He held a wide clipboard, and two pencils poked out from his right ear. He clicked the pen furiously whenever he wasn’t using it to write notes on the board. Trigg recognized him from the night he first arrived in Imperious Nox. He was the head of Murdoch’s personal guard. He also seemed like a glorified executive assistant.

      Cole led them to the faun, and as they walked up, Trigg heard a younger elf address him.

      “Sir, Lieutenant Storm requests your presence in the main room to review the damage report when you’re free,” she said.

      “Thank you, private. Tell him I’ll be there in thirty minutes,” the faun replied as he scribbled a note on the clipboard. “Dismissed.” The elf headed into the house to deliver the message back to Storm. The faun then addressed Trigg and Cole, who stood next to Ni’kel’s floating stretcher.

      “Report, soldiers.”

      As the ranking officer, Ni’kel spoke. “Chief Warrant Officer Ni’kel and cadets Cole and Trigg reporting, sir, per Barnabus’s order, sir. Obviously”—he gestured to his leg—“I need to head to the healer tent. These two”—Ni’kel pointed at Cole and Trigg—“are supposed to join the harvesters.”

      “Excellent,” the faun replied. “We need the reinforcements.” He crossed off an item on his list. He pointed to a set of white tents on the far side of the Children’s Home. “The healer tents are that way. Leave your friend with them and then report back here to Sergeant Ray’md.” He pointed at a wiry-looking sylph with tanned skin and pink-spiked hair in the group scraping gray material off the pillars of the front porch.

      Ten minutes later, after following the faun’s directions, Cole and Trigg stood before Sergeant Ray’md. Up close, Trigg realized the sylph was definitely a male, despite the pink hair. Like Cole, he had tattoos that wrapped around his arms, along his neck, and up to his cheeks. Except instead of red flames, they were blue waves.

      “Hey dude!” Sergeant Ray’md greeted Cole with a firm handshake. “Always good to see a brother from another mother out here in the ’verse.” When he smiled, he revealed a mouth full of shark-like teeth.

      “Likewise.” Cole returned the smile. His flame tattoos emitted a friendly flash of light. “This here is my buda, Trigg. Human from Earth, but he’s all right. We were on the patrol last night and saw this mess here.” Cole gestured to the gray shadows moving across the porch and the soldiers working on shoveling the goop into tubs. “Figured we’d be right back out here this morning.”

      “The work never ends,” Sergeant Ray’md agreed. “Wicked, you guys saw all the action last night. Heard it was a bad one. We lost a couple guards and a crazy sleeper is on the loose?”

      “Yeah.” Trigg nodded. “Four guards lost. No bodies found either.”

      Sergeant Ray’md whistled. “I’m sorry to hear that.” He touched his forehead and then looked to the sky. “Mors magnum iter secundum.”

      Cole touched his forehead, then nudged Trigg.

      “To their new beginning,” Cole responded once Trigg had also touched his forehead.

      “You guys know what did it?” Ray’md asked. “Rumors are swirling ’round here. Especially with all these dream mites infesting the place. Don’t normally see a big infestation like this unless something else bad is here to feed it.”

      Sergeant Ray’md looked concerned and leaned in close. Cole shook his head. “Sorry, sir. That’s all we know. Barnabus is expecting to give the full report at the debriefing this afternoon. You’ll just want to be there to hear it.”

      The water sylph nodded. “Makes sense. In the meantime, we need to get these dream mites harvested.” He ushered them over to one of the pillars that supported the front porch.

      As they headed to their spot, Trigg asked Cole, “Dream mites?” Lemrick had told him what they were, hadn’t she? “Like the creatures that live in the paths at camp?”

      “The very same,” Cole replied, walking over to a group of tools lying on the front steps.

      Trigg rubbed his head. His headache was back. “This place just doesn’t make sense sometimes.”

      “What do you mean?” Cole asked and grabbed two shovels from the pile. He tossed one to Trigg, who caught it. Clouds moved along the blade’s edges. It reminded him of the time he’d seen a large blue dot pass in front of De’nah Deborah’s eyes, back when she’d healed Terryn at the sleep clinic.

      “Hey, space case!” Cole snapped his hand. “What do you mean?”

      Trigg jolted out of his memory, pleasantly surprised to realize that the memory didn’t hurt as much now that he knew Terryn was alive somewhere. Something about that pressed at him, a small niggling thought that seemed important, but then Cole had distracted him and it slipped away.

      “Oh, I just meant, there’s so much to remember in this world.” Trigg shrugged. “Sometimes I miss when I didn’t know any of this existed.” Trigg extended his arm, swiping it to include the entire scene around him. “When things actually made sense.”

      “What doesn’t make sense?” Cole asked. He started scraping the gray substance off the pillar and transferring it into a clear tub. As he worked, the substance buzzed like annoyed bees, but the noise lessened when it reached the tub.

      Trigg sighed and then looked down at the gray substance that covered the pillar. “Like this.” He pointed at it. “What is this? What does it have to do with dream mites?” As he ranted, another thought occurred to him. “And why is the Children’s Home still here if Ryan is awake? I thought this was his dream, so if he’s not here to dream it, then how is this even here?”

      “Ah, the cadet is finally learning to see what’s in front of his face.” Cole grinned, his tone sarcastic.

      Trigg threw a pebble at him. “Stop it. I’m being serious. What is the deal?”

      Cole sobered up and clumped another wad of the angry bee goo into a tub. He then pointed his trowel at Trigg. “Start scraping and I’ll explain.”

      Trigg dutifully grabbed his own tub and got to work. Once he was settled in, Cole began talking.

      “This gooey mess is full of baby dream mites.”

      Trigg shoved the shovel into the closest pile of it, then lurched back in disgust. “It stinks.”

      “Lots’a poop,” Cole said. “’Cause babies.”

      Trigg laughed. “Yeah, guess so.”

      “But they make great physical barriers to other magic users,” Cole said. “Once we get these tubs back to camp, we’ll spread it over all the paths. The old adults will care for the babies until they’re older and then the paths and walls will be twice as strong.”

      “So what exactly do they do?” Trigg asked.

      “They protect the camp from any magic user who enters it and has harmful intent toward anyone in the camp. Dream mites can slip into anyone’s consciousness even when they are awake. As opposed to us guardians who can enter only when a person’s asleep. They also cast a small shield around themselves that protects them from magical interference. That shield extends to any other mites around them.”

      “Huh, so you get lots and lots of mites together, and suddenly you’ve got a natural force field,” Trigg figured out. “That’s beyond cool.”

      “Way cool,” Cole agreed. “It works all hours, and it’s virtually maintenance-free and failproof.”

      “It won’t hurt them, then,” Trigg said as he dumped baby mites into the tub. “Taking them out of the dream?”

      “Oh no,” Cole said. “Baby dream mites hatch in the dream dimension to start—hence why we’re here—but once they get old enough to find a permanent home, they exist simultaneously in both the fifth and sixth dimensions.”

      “That means they’re protecting the camp in both dimensions?” Trigg’s first tub was filled so he closed the lid and grabbed an empty tub. He’d decided not to mention that he’d heard this before. He didn’t want to get teased for not listening again.

      “Yep, that’s right.”

      Trigg stepped back and looked at his progress. More larvae coated the porch. His one tub had hardly made a dent. He rubbed his head, which still hurt. “This is exhausting. How is it that there are so many dream mites here?”

      Cole shrugged. “This is a really big infestation. No one really knows what attracts them, but generally, people think it’s energy. In the dream world, they’re attracted to cities and towns, where a lot of people live.” Cole looked around the porch. “I’ve never seen this many before.”

      “Lemrick said it had something to do with Ryan.”

      Cole shot Trigg a sharp look. “If so, that’s not good.”

      “Why not?”

      “They’re hive creatures so the queen is the one who picks where to lay her eggs. Normally it’s not just one person. Just one person can’t generate enough energy to feed them.”

      “That doesn’t sound too terrible,” Trigg said. “So you walk around with a trail of dream mites following your footsteps and a personal shield? That seems downright neat.”

      Cole shook his head. “You’re missing the point. Just one person can’t generate enough energy to attract them, but Ryan has. He also exploded an entire roomful of soldiers and then several of those went missing. I’m sure a bunch of United soldiers went missing, too.” Cole plopped a final shovelful of larvae into his tub. He gave Trigg a meaningful look and then heaved his tub onto the growing pile.

      “And this is the guy who is wanting to find your sister,” Cole finished. He dusted off his hands. “I don’t understand why you aren’t freaking out more. If I had a sister and her creepy boyfriend, who can explode an entire room and make soldiers disappear, was looking for her, I’d be sure as hell trying to find her before him. But that’s not what you’re doing. Something doesn’t add up. What aren’t you telling me?”
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      Terryn spent the next week fitting herself into her old routines. Even though, on the outside, everything seemed perfect, something didn’t quite feel right to her. The buzzing deep within her wouldn’t let her doubts go. She worked hard to pretend that she was okay.

      She ate breakfast with the other kids, helped with chores, got the younger girls Lilly and Ruby ready for school, waited at the bus stop with them, and then walked with Keegan, Jerome, and Tyrell the few blocks to the high school. And repeat.

      She’d promised Ryan that she would try to forget Trigg, but as the days passed, her promise weighed on her. The feelings were worse at school where she encountered constant memories of Trigg, memories that no longer existed. Next to her locker was the locker that should have been his. In the hallways, she walked alone to her classes, when he would have been there with his skater friends. Now when she tried to talk with those same kids, they gave her funny looks. Without Trigg, they didn’t know who she was. Without Trigg, it was hard to feel confident that this life wasn’t normal.

      She felt worse when something reminded her of him and she had trouble remembering specific details. A white fog choked out those memories. It was like having a constant sinus infection with a stinging headache. It made it hard to concentrate in class, and she was slow to respond when anyone asked her something.

      She was used to receiving snide looks from her classmates for her dingy out-of-style jeans and sneakers. Living at the group home, there was hardly enough money for groceries, let alone name-brand clothes. But now, she received more looks because of her weird behavior. The looks hurt more without Trigg beside her.

      Even her teachers looked at her oddly. In her third period chemistry class, Mr. Brown didn’t berate her when she walked in twenty minutes late. Normally, that would have resulted in a write-up. No matter that Terryn had spent that entire time in the bathroom dealing with nausea from her medicine. She’d started wearing foundation to hide the dark circles under her eyes, but based on Mr. Brown’s response, it wasn’t helping. She’d rather have had the write-up. At least then, she could have escaped to the privacy of the principal’s office.

      Between the side effects and the memories that weren’t memories, she was beginning to regret making the promise to Ryan to take the medicine. A promise was a promise, but surely going through each day wrapped in cotton and a constant headache was not his version of better. The buzzing within her agreed, but then she’d assume there was something wrong with her and brush aside her doubts.

      It was easier to ignore the side effects after school. Ryan helped her with the younger girls’ after-school snacks and homework. Then, she and Ryan worked on homework for several hours at the assorted kitchen table. Though, more kissing than homework got done.

      The kissing was great. She mentioned the side effects to Ryan, especially after struggling through a homework assignment that should not have been difficult.

      “I am sorry,” she said one Monday night after getting the third algebra problem wrong. “I can’t think straight. This brain fog is terrible.”

      “It’s okay, Ter,” he replied, taking her hand. “It takes time for the medicine to build up in your system. Just give it more time.”

      He gave her shoulder a reassuring squeeze that led to another make-out session.

      Some days Keegan joined them when she didn’t have flag practice. Terryn actually preferred it when Keegan was there. Even if she spent the time giving Terryn conspiratorial looks behind Ryan’s back. They were better than confronting her rising confusion caused by Ryan’s kisses.  He had promised her she would get better, but as the weeks went by, her impatience grew. She was also tired. Tired of being told what to think and what to do. Tired of all the weird looks at school. Tired of not being listened to. Sometimes she felt like Ryan just wanted to kiss her. It made her want to scream and she wasn’t even fully sure why. It wasn’t like it wasn’t fun. What was wrong with her? Why couldn’t she be happy?

      She kept her struggles from Keegan for all of October until Halloween night. It was a Friday. The waxing moon glowed in the evening sky. The girls at the Children’s Home—Terryn, along with Keegan and Lilly and Ruby—walked along the sidewalk in a crowd of other neighborhood families and kids enjoying the mild night.

      Ruby’s and Lilly’s buckets overflowed with candy. They laughed and giggled as they walked ahead, both dressed up as fairy ice princesses. As they reached the turn that would lead to the Ice Cream Shack, Keegan called to the girls. They turned with expectant looks.

      “Want to go get an ice cream?”

      “Yeah!” they squealed and tore down the connecting road to the parking lot.

      “Parking lot rules!” Terryn yelled after them. They instantly grabbed hands and slowed to look both ways as they crossed into the gravel lot. Terryn shared a smile with Keegan, who was dressed as a seductive devil. Dark makeup lined her eyes, and a red headband with devil horns sparkled in her black hair. Black T-shirt, pants, and a red silk cape completed her outfit. Terryn hadn’t felt so festive. Nor had she wanted to spend her allowance on a costume. She’d borrowed some of Ruby’s sparkly hair spray and Lilly’s princess makeup. She looked like the fairy princesses’ older sister who didn’t believe in wearing dresses.

      “So,” said Keegan as they turned down the side road to follow the girls. “I’ve been dying to ask. How’s it going with Ryan?”

      Terryn gave an uneasy laugh. “What do you mean?”

      “How far have you gone? Do tell.” Keegan’s eyes sparkled with excitement. “He’s so dark and handsome, I mean, how can you resist . . . ?”

      “I honestly hadn’t thought about it. I like kissing him, but it’s hard to concentrate on anything more.” Though if she caught him kissing someone else, it would hurt. So maybe that meant they were officially official? Despite what she’d told him when they’d talked about it recently.

      “What?” Keegan gasped. “I thought for sure.”

      Terryn shook her head. “It’s not like it’s not heading that way. I’m just not focused on that right now.” Terryn adjusted her plastic candy bag and shoved her hands in her pockets. “There’s stuff.”

      Keegan nodded knowingly. “The side effects?”

      “Yeah, it’s hard to feel hot when your head is stuffed with cotton.”

      They reached the line where the little girls waited.

      “You’re so good for each other. He’s so dark and sometimes a little scary, yet you’re light and so nice. You balance each other out. I hope it works out.” She flipped her hair behind her back and adjusted her headband. “And if it doesn’t, I’ll be there to scoop him up.” She winked. Terryn couldn’t help but laugh.

      “Maybe.”

      Ryan was working the window. “Hi beautiful ladies,” he said and grinned when they made it to the front of the line. “What can I get for you this evening?”

      Ruby and Lilly ordered strawberry ice cream cones. Terryn got her usual chocolate-chip cookie-dough concrete, and Keegan ordered a tropical slushy. Terryn handed Ryan a twenty-dollar bill, but he pushed her hand away. Sparks ran down her arm when they touched.

      “Last night of the season. My treat.” He grinned. Ruby and Lilly erupted with cheers, but Terryn felt like his words were just for her. That feeling of life being so perfect that it was wrong slithered down her spine again. She smiled her thanks and escaped with the tray that held their treats.

      At the table, the girls chattered about their candy haul and slurped the drips from their cones. Terryn lost herself in thought, trying to puzzle out what was going on with that feeling. After a few minutes, Keegan leaned over and grabbed her attention.

      “I’ve got some big news of my own, too.”

      “Oh yeah?” Terryn raised an eyebrow. “What?”

      A huge grin lit Keegan’s face. “I’m scheduled for a home visit,” she squealed. “Isn’t that wonderful?”

      “That is such amazing news!” Terryn beamed. Yet, inside, her heart sank. A home visit meant a family was interested in adopting Keegan. She would be leaving for a temporary stay with them to make sure they were a good fit—leaving Terryn as the only older girl at the home. She didn’t think she could handle being without her only girlfriend. “I’m so happy for you.”

      “Thanks!” Keegan squeaked. “I’ll be so glad to get out of this place.”

      “Right,” Terryn said. Her shoulders deflated.

      “Oh, I didn’t mean that,” Keegan cried in response to Terryn’s fallen expression. “I’m going to miss you and the girls, but I’ll still see you guys at school and all.”

      “It’s okay. I know what you mean.” Terryn nodded. “But, I don’t know how I’m going to survive without you.” She gave her friend a brave smile.

      Keegan squeezed her shoulder. “Don’t worry, it’s not anytime soon. They’re still waiting on the paperwork to clear.”

      “That will get finished in no time. Don’t worry, a couple weeks, if that,” Terryn said. “And I’ll be glad for the delay. At least then, that will give me some time to get used to this medication and being back.”

      “Right.” Keegan gave her an odd look.

      Terryn reviewed what she’d just said. Oops! Right, I’d never left—at least, to everyone here. “I meant to say getting used to this medicine and working on feeling better before you leave.” In her embarrassment, Terryn added, “It wouldn’t be so bad if it wasn’t for this horrible brain fog. I can’t seem to shake it.” She sighed and took a spoonful of her shake. “I just don’t know what to do.”

      “I have an idea.” Keegan sipped her slushy, trying to look very zen.

      “Oh yeah? I’ll try anything at this point.”

      “Didn’t you used to do kickboxing classes at the gym?”

      “Yeah . . .” Terryn responded. “Since I was like eight.” The owner, Coach Steinacher, had just opened the gym and invited the Boys & Girls Club to a free weekly self-defense class. She’d loved it and begged Sister Rachel to pay for more classes. But then Trigg had gotten sick, and there’d been no more time or money to pay for it. She hadn’t gone in years. He wouldn’t remember her now.

      “Why not go there when you feel weird and kick it out?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t been there in a while. I doubt he remembers me.”

      Keegan shrugged. “You won’t know if you don’t go.”
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      Murdoch’s crimson command tent stood in the center of the camp. The afternoon sun glinted off the metal tent pole tips that formed its octagon-like structure. Trigg walked through the gate that surrounded the tent and up the dream mite path to the entrance flap where a faun stood guard. Two thick braids hung from her golden helmet, which included holes for her two curled horns.

      The familiar sight of her uniform, the standard red jacket with gold buttons, gave Trigg a shudder of apprehension. The last time he’d seen a faun who wore a coat like that, the creature had been sucked into that freaky, black fog. Trigg tried to avoid eye contact as he ducked into the tent. However, she raised her spear and blocked his way.

      “You’re the one who saw Cletus disappear into the dark,” she said, her voice dangerously empty of emotion, her yellow goat eyes boring into his.

      “Yes, sir,” Trigg responded, careful to add the salutation denoting his respect for her position. He swallowed and shifted his weight onto his heels, away from the spear point. She followed his movement and pressed the wooden shaft into his armor.

      “You should have done something,” she growled in a low voice.

      Trigg eyed her weapon. “I couldn’t. The wind was too strong. I couldn’t reach him.”

      Anger thinned the faun’s human-looking lips. She spat at his feet and moved the spear tip to his throat. “You have magic, do you not? You know how to weave the net spell, do you not? How can you call yourself a soldier, dare to breathe, when you have failed your brother in combat?”

      Trigg held his breath. If he moved, he was afraid the faun may stab him through the neck, and he didn’t think Grimm could weave a healing spell fast enough before he bled out.

      “I am sorry,” he responded. Sure, he could have done something more to save Cletus or the other faun, whatever his name was. However, Trigg had been living for months believing he’d killed Terryn. Now that he knew she was alive, he was not interested in continuing his self-flagellation with someone else’s death. “But his death, and any of the others, were not my fault.”

      “Srgt. Tatiana,” Murdoch called through the tent flap. “Please stop harassing the Earth boy—at least, until after the debriefing.”

      The faun didn’t move. The cold steel of her spear point sent goose pimples down Trigg’s arms. Surprisingly, he didn’t feel intimidated. Flesh is so fragile, he thought, remembering how Ryan had commanded the dark fog to reanimate the soldiers’ bodies. If the fog could do that, then what else could it do? If she stabbed him, and he died, Ryan would find him and send him back. The realization gave him confidence. He rocked on his toes, leaning his weight into her spear. He grinned impishly at her, daring her to defy Murdoch’s command. A warm trickle went down his neck.

      She snorted and withdrew her weapon. “What kind of death wish do you have?”

      Trigg dabbed at his neck and examined the bright liquid on his fingertips. He thought about the faun’s question. How to answer it.

      What if no one had to fear death ever again? What if no one had to grieve the loss of a loved one? Like he had. Like she was. What if Ryan was right? Ryan was essentially using the Blight to defeat the true enemy of all sentient beings.

      At that moment, Trigg realized Ryan was right. What better mission can there be than to seek to destroy death? He answered the faun, the fire of his certainty giving strength to his words.

      “My wish is the kind that will make a better world for us all. You will see your faun again. Count on it.” He saluted her smartly and ducked through the flap.

      Once inside, Trigg was surprised to discover the tent was bigger on the inside than out; the space-bending feature, he assumed, was probably related to Imperious Nox being so close to the dream world, the sixth dimension. Glowing spheres floated in each corner and lit the wide interior. The floor, like the camp’s paths, was made from mature dream mites, half buried in the dirt.

      A tall, carved table filled the tent’s center. Barnabus, Murdoch, Lemrick, Storm, and several other ranking officers stood around it. At its head, Murdoch sat in the only chair. Its tall legs elevated the shorter goblin to the same height as his standing officers. Off to the side, Cole, Rizzo, Len’Leyah, and a few other junior officers stood. Muted conversations buzzed around the room like honeybees.

      “Hey,” Cole said as Trigg joined him. “I was beginning to think you’d gotten lost.”

      “Slept longer than I meant.” Trigg yawned. “Could have slept longer.”

      Cole nodded. “I didn’t get any sleep. Dropped the larvae off at the processing center, and old Ray’md roped me into helping unload them into the incubators. I finally managed to get away ’cause Lemrick came looking for me.”

      “What’d Lemrick want?”

      Cole shrugged uncomfortably as if he didn’t want to say.

      “What?” Trigg pressed, apprehension rising.

      “You’ll find out,” Cole muttered. His tattoos burned pink on his cheeks. “Questions for her report. I think she looked for you first, but you were asleep.”

      “Great,” Trigg replied sarcastically. “That doesn’t sound good.”

      Just then, Barnabus called the meeting to order, looking around the room. The side conversations quieted, and Tatiana walked inside and knotted the tent flap closed with a golden cord. She wove a glowing spell that encircled the tent’s interior. Trigg assumed it was to keep others in the camp from eavesdropping. Cole leaned over and whispered as much into his ear, adding that the spell stayed within the tent so people outside wouldn’t see it.

      Barnabus clicked a hidden button under the table, and a holographic map of the dream world floated above the surface. That’s when Trigg noticed large manila envelopes in front of each commander.

      “In your briefing packet, you’ll find the reports from the four squad captains,” Barnabus announced. He used his wingtips to zoom in until the map showed just the inside of the dream version of the Children’s Home. “The map illustrates the location and positions of the fog, dream mites, and later the United.”

      The amount of detail impressed Trigg. In addition to little squares and circles that represented the United and Divided forces, it even showed the fog swirling and the dream fish swimming through the lower parts of the house. At least, before they disappeared, Trigg thought wryly.

      Barnabus reviewed the events of the entire encounter, talking mostly to Murdoch, who followed along and occasionally asked a clarifying question.

      “After the first explosion, which seemed to be the result of a defensive spell that originated from the center of the room, the United appeared here and here.”

      Barnabus pointed to two locations on the map, on the opposite side of the main room. A grouping of blue squares appeared where his wingtip touched the map. “It appears there was a fifth and sixth fog-wrapped staircase we were unaware of.”

      Murdoch leaned closer and frowned. “How was it possible that your team missed them?” he asked. “Was the United using a new spell to mask them? We control this area of the dream. Our patrols should have caught them before they made it this far.”

      Barnabus shook his head. “No, sir. We don’t believe the United used a new spell. Lemrick discovered additional intel, which we’ll cover in a moment, and believes they were hidden from us the same way the sleeper’s throne was hidden. When that spell was disbanded, the one hiding the throne”—Barnabus darted a look in Trigg’s direction—“also revealed the stairs and the United.”

      “Any thoughts on what the United were doing in the sleeper’s dream?” Murdoch asked. “Again, we’re supposed to control this area of the dream.”

      “Yes, sir. We have a theory, sir.”

      Murdoch waved his hand for Barnabus to go on.

      “The sleeper was a friend of Cadet Trigg and also his sister, Terryn. We believe the United must have realized another child at the Children’s Home location was wo’ken and came to investigate like they did with Trigg.”

      Murdoch straightened in his chair. “You have proof of this?”

      “No, sir. It’s just a theory, but it would be within their rights according to the treaty. I request deployment of a small unit of specialized soldiers to track the United party and capture them for interrogation. There may be further information to glean.”

      Murdoch began nodding before Barnabus was finished. “Yes, we should do that. But you have enough work to keep the entire camp busy with cleaning up the blast radius and repairing the dream for the other sleepers.”

      Barnabus smiled. “Yes, sir. That is correct. I would recommend promoting the Len’Leyah to captain, junior grade, sir, and giving her a small group that could move quickly though the Forsaken Forest in pursuit.”

      Len’Leyah straightened at the mention of her name but kept her expression neutral. Trigg hoped Murdoch approved the promotion. The elf had saved Ni’kel and was a good fighter. She’d make a great captain.

      “That would give you five captains, Barnabus. That’s a lot of extra paper—” The goblin commander cut himself off as Barnabus shook his head. Murdoch cocked his head. “No?”

      “Correct, sir. It would just be four. We lost Captain Teglar, sir, during the attack. His was the fourth squad and closest to the United staircase once all hell broke loose. Len’Leyah’s promotion would fill that vacancy.”

      “Ahh. A position with room for growth as well.” Murdoch steepled his hands and pursed his lips. His silence stretched into a moment. His yellow eyes darted back and forth between the various points on the map. “Very well. Suggestion accepted. Draw up the paperwork, and I’ll sign it later today. However, I also want you to bring paperwork for Tatiana’s promotion as well. I will need a replacement officer for my personal guard.”

      Barnabus shot a look toward the faun guarding the tent door. Her expression looked neutral as well; however, Trigg thought she stood a little taller than before. He wasn’t sure how he felt about her promotion. She probably deserved it, but he wasn’t so sure he liked her.

      “Yes, sir,” Barnabus responded.

      Murdoch stretched and sat back in his chair. “Now that the formalities are out of the way, tell me about this sleeper.”

      “As near as we can tell,” Barnabus began, but Murdoch cut him off.

      “I want to hear it from him, the Earth boy.” A dangerous glint sparkled in the goblin’s eyes. “Earth boy?”

      Nervous fear shot through Trigg. Everyone looked at him, turning the feeling into nausea.

      Barnabus motioned for Trigg to join the officers at the table. Trigg swallowed and complied. His vision narrowed on Murdoch and Barnabus. Just as the silence was about to explode in Trigg’s ears and make him say something stupid, Lemrick spoke.

      “Sirs. For context, it’s important to know that Trigg was stationed here,” she said, pointing to the small room at the top of the black-and-white stairs. “Because of the concern that the sleeper would recognize him, I ordered him to stay back and take up the rear guard along with Ni’kel.”

      Her comments gave Trigg enough time to compose himself, so when Murdoch turned to him with a question, he was able to meet his gaze without flinching. “So what happened then, Earth boy? Why did you disobey orders?”

      “Before our squad even made it into the center of the dream, the outer walls leading into the main room exploded,” Trigg said. “Ni’kel and I were thrown back onto the stairs and were nearly killed by the force. This is when we saw the faun, Cletus, fly by and then get swallowed by the black fog.”

      “After the explosion, where were the others?”

      Trigg shook his head. “We couldn’t tell right away. We’d been blown back onto the stairs and the room was full of rubble. We heard fighting. When we saw the United, Ni’kel ran to join the fight. I stayed back.”

      Trigg paused, thinking of how to explain what happened next. His gut told him he was probably going to get in trouble for leaving his post, and he didn’t want to self-incriminate.

      Lemrick swiped up on the holographic map and zoomed in on where Trigg had been for most of the fight. “This is what Trigg would have seen,” she said. Withdrawing her hand, a small picture of the entire room with the soldiers fighting was visible. Seeing the picture helped Trigg figure out what he wanted to say.

      “Right,” he said and stepped up to the map. He pointed at the center of the larger room, also filled with debris, but with parts of the black-and-white-checkered floor visible. In the center, the completely clear four-by-four square of tile stood out. “From my location, I could see the radius of the blast and was able to tell it originated from the center of the room.” He pointed to the debris field and the way it centered around the blank square. “I was supposed to be the rear guard, and this seemed like something I should investigate, so I did.”

      Lemrick flicked her tongue out. Barnabus’s lips tightened, and Murdoch tapped his steepled fingers.

      They’re upset with me, Trigg realized. Anger heated his thoughts. He turned away from the map and faced everyone directly.

      “What did you expect me to do?” he demanded. “The United were everywhere. Everyone was fighting. There wasn’t time to have a committee meeting so I did what I thought was in the best interest of everyone.”

      He pressed on, explaining how he’d broken Ryan’s invisibility spell and then cast a shield when Ryan froze everyone else.

      As he spoke, their expressions hardened. When he paused to think, Murdoch broke in. “So you went against your commander’s orders to stay back and instead woke the sleeper.” His tone was heavy with warning. Trigg swallowed.

      “And not just any sleeper,” Barnabus growled. He motioned for Cole to step forward. The sylph shot Trigg a sheepish look as he walked to the table.

      “I told Trigg to wait,” Cole said. “But he refused. The sleeper was from his home on Earth and knew his sister, so he wouldn’t listen to me.”

      “That’s not fair. I was just trying—”

      Murdoch waved a clawed hand, cutting Trigg off. “It doesn’t matter what you were trying to do or why you did it. Your commanding officer gave you an order to stay in the stairwell.” Trigg took a step back from Murdoch’s anger. “But that’s not what you did. You decided to be a hero. An Earth boy who knows nothing of how this world works. Did you ever stop to consider that the sleeper is supposed to stay hidden in his dream?”

      “I didn’t—” Trigg stuttered.

      “No, you definitely didn’t,” Murdoch snarled. “Because you are nine kinds of an idiot and didn’t consider what you don’t know. And because you revealed the sleeper, he retaliated and soldiers died, good soldiers who have lived three times longer than you and deserved to keep on living long after your last breath.”

      With that last word, Murdoch stood up and pounded the table. The map short-circuited as the table jumped. White anger flashed through Trigg. He stepped forward and slammed the table as well. This time the map shut off.

      “You are wrong!” Trigg burst out. “Let me finish. You need to know what Ryan told me. He knew he was in the sixth dimension. Are sleepers supposed to know that? Realize they are in the dream? I may not know everything about Imperious Nox yet, but I know enough to know that’s not normal.”

      Surprise broke out among the others. “He said what?” Lemrick asked.

      “Buda, why didn’t you say this before?” Cole burst out.

      “Quiet,” Barnabus snapped.

      Murdoch waited until silence descended in the tent and then he turned to Trigg. Anger still gleamed in his eyes, but it seemed tightly contained now by another emotion. Fear.

      The goblin flicked one clawed fingernail. “Go on.”

      Trigg took a deep breath. “I don’t know how it worked, but I deflected the spell he cast that froze everyone. He recognized me. He knew he was in a dream. He knew about Imperious Nox.”

      “Sometimes sleepers will have lucid dreams. It could have been that?” Lemrick said hopefully, looking between Barnabus and Murdoch.

      Murdoch shook his head. “Earth boy, tell me, what was the color of his eyes?”

      “Black.”

      A worried silence descended on the group. “You are absolutely sure?”

      “Yes. What does that mean?”

      The anger that tightened Murdoch’s eyes faded. Relief spread through Trigg. They understood. However, his relief was cut short by Murdoch’s answer.

      “It means he’s possessed by the Blight.”

      Pandemonium broke out.

      “It’s back, it’s back.”

      “Poor Cletus.”

      “Okay, that’s enough!” Lemrick yelled when it became clear the group was not going to quiet down on its own. “Panicking ain’t going to change anything.” She hefted her mace. “This right here is what will make the difference. We’ve fought this enemy before and won. We can do it again.”

      Murdoch lifted his head. His face was gray and tired. It was as if he’d aged a hundred years in the intervening moments.

      “Lemrick is right. We have fought this scourge before,” Murdoch said. “But that was centuries in the past when it was controlled by dream mites. Things will change now that a human guides the creature.”

      Lemrick and Barnabus waited for Murdoch to continue, but the old goblin stayed silent. Barnabus asked Trigg, “What else did you see? It talked to you. You would have had to.”

      The gargoyle loomed over him, his expression a warring mixture of worry, anger, and fear.

      Trigg nodded. “Yes, I saw.”

      All the evasive things Trigg was planning to say fell away. This didn’t seem like a matter between just two kid friends from back home anymore. These grown soldiers with centuries of experience were legitimately scared.

      “I don’t understand,” Trigg said. “Yes, we talked. Why is that a bad thing? He was looking for Terryn.”

      “How is that possible he even knew who Terryn was?” Lemrick cut in. Seeing Trigg’s bewildered look, she added, “First, he should not have any conscious memory of his life after being absorbed by the Blight. And second, once a wo’ken passes through the veil, everyone on their home planet forgets about them.”

      “Terryn and Ryan were a couple back on Earth before.” Trigg shrugged. “He seemed somewhat in control of the Blight. It reanimated a dead United soldier while we were talking.” Trigg shuddered at the memory of the fog crawling over their bodies. “But while we talked, he was able to make it stop. It was like he was putting on a show for me.”

      “What else did you talk about? What did he want?” Murdoch interjected. His nostrils flared. Trigg wasn’t sure if it was in fear or anger.

      “He wants to find Terryn,” Trigg repeated.

      “Did he say why?”

      “I don’t know! Because they were dating?” He shrugged. “I want to find Terryn, too! He thinks she is alive. He said she isn’t beyond the Caeli Porta of the ninth dimension, and he will keep searching until he finds her.”

      “What do you mean?” Barnabus asked.

      “You know what he means,” Murdoch cut in. “He means he will absorb every single being in the unbroken universe until he finds her.”

      “Does that mean she is alive then?” Trigg asked, hoping to hear them confirm it, too. Maybe he wouldn’t have to fight in the tournament after all.

      All three commanders gave him guarded looks. “It’s unclear,” Murdoch said. “The Blight is not to be trusted. An emptiness formed within the deep dark between stars—it is pure evil.” He beckoned for Lemrick and Barnabus to huddle around him. Heads bent together, they whispered heatedly. As Trigg watched, his own doubts whispered to him. What if Ryan had been lying about Terryn? And why did he want to find Terryn so badly? Was Ryan really looking for her because he cared or was there a more nefarious reason? But more importantly, how much did that matter to Trigg if ultimately it meant that Terryn was alive?

      Barnabus touched his hand to his breast and bowed to Murdoch. Both he and Lemrick looked pleased, which Trigg took to mean would most likely be good for him as well. The three returned to the table.

      “It is decided,” Murdoch announced to the room. “A sleeper controlling the Blight is unprecedented. It could be nothing or it could be a new threat. More information is needed. Seeing as Trigg’s sister may be alive, I immediately reinstate Barnabus as second in command. He and Lemrick will seek out the United soldiers. Discover what they know.” Barnabus inclined his head toward the goblin. This must have been the reason for the bow, Trigg realized. His heart hammered with expectation. If Barnabus was back in command, then did that mean Trigg’s punishment was forgiven as well?

      Murdoch continued as if reading Trigg’s thoughts, “Unfortunately, it is not within my authority to reverse the designation of the city’s champion. Nor would I reward such a soldier who so blatantly disobeyed orders.” Trigg’s heart dropped to his stomach. “However, without such action, we may have not discovered this new threat. So, to give our city’s champion the best chance of winning, he will travel early to the Nightmare City where he will train at the coliseum’s Arena, where the tournament takes place. In short, giving him a home-field advantage.”

      Murdoch paused, turning his yellow cat eyes on Trigg who followed Barnabus’s example and bowed. It’s not exactly what I’d wanted, but at least he’s acknowledging that what I did mattered. “Thank you, sir.”

      The goblin’s face relaxed, seemingly satisfied. “Myself and half our battalion will travel with him. The queen needs to know a sleeper seems to be controlling the Blight, and I’m loath to entrust anyone else sharing this news with her. We leave as soon as possible.” He clapped his hands in dismissal. “Let the games begin!”

      The junior officers rushed from the tent. Cole tugged at Trigg’s sleeve, beckoning him to follow, but Trigg waved him off. Cole shrugged and disappeared through the tent flap. Trigg dallied under one of the glowing spheres, waiting for Barnabus to finish. The gargoyle bent over the holographic map, conferring with Lemrick and Len’Leyah. However, after a few minutes, he caught a glimpse of Trigg waiting. He excused himself and joined Trigg under the light.

      “Well met, Son of Earth.”

      “Well met, Barnabus.”

      “Murdoch has given you a fighting chance to win. I hope you will not waste it.”

      “No, sir. But, I wish you were coming with me.”

      A fond smile softened the gargoyle’s angular features. “I have taught you everything I know. It is time for you to find your own way. Go, fight, and come back to us as the champion I know you are inside.” He rested a large paw on Trigg’s shoulder.

      Trigg shook his head, mirroring the disbelief inside him. “I’m not a champion, just a kid from Earth trying to make sense of an unbelievable situation.”

      “Trigg, you are in a world connected to the dream world. If you can dream it, it will happen.”

      “Sure, and my sister? I’ve thought about her plenty the past couple months, and she’s still missing.”

      Barnabus laughed. “That proves my point exactly. We all thought she was dead, but now there’s a chance she’s not. Maybe all that thinking about her is making a difference.”

      “I guess that’s a fair point.”

      “Good. Now take that energy and channel it into figuring out how you’re going to win the tournament.”
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      The window in Terryn’s room was still dark when her phone buzzed. The face glowed 5:00. Terryn swiped off the alarm and slipped out of bed. Despite wearing socks, the cold leeched off the hardwood and chilled her feet. She resisted the urge to roll back under her warm blanket. She had anticipated as much and everything was readied the night before.

      On the end table, right next to her phone, her clothes sat folded in a neat bundle. She’d put them there last night after she and Keegan and the girls had returned from the Ice Cream Shack. Not wanting to wake Keegan, whose bed lined the opposite wall, Terryn scooped up her clothes and padded down the hall to the girls’ bathroom. She flicked the switch and shut the door. Flinching in the bright light, Terryn dressed and then checked her reflection.

      Her blonde bangs covered her forehead in chunks below the cute bump of her ponytail. Soon, she’d need to trim them. But for now, she fished in the top drawer and dug out two basic metal clips, one pink and the other purple. A bit childish for sixteen, but that was less important compared to keeping her hair out of her face at the gym. With a few precise movements, her task was accomplished.

      Terryn gave herself another once-over in the mirror. She’d never win a beauty contest with her stubby nose and wide jaw, but people had always thought of her as pretty. Blonde hair and blue eyes helped with that.

      From her parents.

      Derrik. If he was even real and not just a figment of a dream. A convoluted tidal wave of confusion and loneliness bore down on her. Quickly, she clicked open the mirror and revealed a selection of bathroom accessories. Face wash, cotton balls, floss, and old toothbrushes cluttered the metal shelves. Up in the top corner, out of reach of little hands, her medicine bottle stood. Instead of keeping it locked up in the medicine cabinet, Sister Rachel had allowed her to keep it as a sign of trust that she’d take it herself. Terryn was supposed to take it every morning and night. And so far she had for a month. But she didn’t feel any better. If anything, she felt worse.

      Her emotions transmuted into anger at Ryan and Sister Rachel. For being so controlling. For not considering other perspectives. Like hers. For just assuming she was wrong. What if Trigg was real? Why didn’t they ever consider that? They were only doing it because they thought it was best.

      It still hurt.

      She shut the cabinet, leaving the pill bottle untouched. There would be time to take it later this morning. Right now was her time. She would not waste it on thinking about them or doing what they thought was best for her. She was going to do what she needed.

      Flicking off the light, she headed down the hall to the common area. The familiar shapes of the furniture cast dark shadows in the dusk-to-dawn light that shined through the row of kitchen windows.

      The room was nearly quiet. Only her soft footfalls on the hardwood and the whisper of a box fan in one of the boys’ bedrooms were audible.

      Terryn unfastened the back door, slipped quietly through, and then locked it behind her. The early-morning air wrapped her in shivers. She pulled the zipper of her black hoodie closer to her chin and drew up her hood. Taking a deep breath, she headed into the night before her common sense asked her if maybe walking downtown at 5:30 in the morning was not such a good idea.

      As she crossed the parking lot, the gravel crunched under her sneakers. Her shoulders tightened at the noise, worried it would wake up Sister Rachel.  But the nun’s voice never came, even as she passed through the wrought iron gate that encircled the property.

      Out on the sidewalk, streetlights created spherical worlds of yellow light that lit the dark pavement.

      A fifteen-minute jog through the surrounding neighborhoods and quiet streets brought her to the main four-lane thoroughfare lined by the nineteenth-century two-story brick buildings of downtown. Another five-minute cooldown walk, and she arrived at the front door of the martial arts gym. It was 6 a.m. The owner, Coach Steinacher, stood in the front entryway, unlocking the door. He lugged a blue Adidas gym bag on his shoulder. Terryn hadn’t seen him since the free sessions ended last May. His dark hair was shorter than she remembered, but she still recognized him. His broad figure supported wide shoulders that belied how fast he could close the distance between himself and his opponent and wrestle them to the ground.

      The keys jingled as he twisted the key and the old, wooden door creaked open.

      “Good morning, Coach Steinacher,” Terry called as she came up behind him.

      “Hello? Who’s there?” He turned. When he saw Terryn at the bottom of the steps, he gave her a questioning smile. “Morning?”

      “It’s Terryn, Coach. From the Children’s Home?” She stopped on the bottom step right below him, worried he wouldn’t remember her.

      He squinted at her and then recognition spread across his features. “Oh yes, Terryn. How are you? Haven’t seen you around in a while.”

      “Doing good, Coach. I’ve been away, but got back and was in the area and hoped I could get some open mat time?” Terryn dug in her pocket and pulled out a five-dollar bill and offered it to him. He waved it away.

      “I’m sorry, I’ve got a class starting at seven to get ready for.” His face crinkled into apologetic wrinkles that made Terryn remember he was old enough to have two college-age kids. “Maybe some other time.”

      He shifted his bag and turned away. “Please, Coach.” Terryn caught his shoulder. He felt solid and steady, a sensation that had been missing at the Children’s Home. It underscored how much she needed this. “I just need fifteen minutes with the mule. It’s really important.”

      He turned back and searched her face. Something he saw there seemed to give him pause. “Well, I don’t know.”

      “I’ll be gone before you know it. Please,” Terryn begged.

      He sighed and motioned her in with his hand. “Fifteen minutes and no more.”

      “Thank you so much!” Relief washed over her as she stepped inside. And more importantly, for the first time since she could remember, the incessant buzzing inside of her quieted.

      Wooden lockers lined the first small room. Coach Steinacher disappeared into a doorway to the left, his office, Terryn remembered. She tucked her sneakers and socks in one of the open upper cubbies. The concrete walls were painted a light blue. The floors were a manufactured plank, specifically designed for gyms. The floor extended into the adjoining room, which expanded into most of the building’s square footage. A floor-to-ceiling mirror spanned the far wall. Royal-blue mats made piles along the other walls. Terryn entered and headed to the front corner where the mule hung from the ceiling. Grabbing a pair of gloves from the nearby windowsill, Terryn started her lower stretches while she slipped them on. Tingles of anticipation ran down her spine.

      Terryn relaxed into the familiar surroundings and chalk smell of the gym. This was a good decision. She’d come here for classes twice a week: one group lesson and then a private one, once with Trigg. Here, away from the Children’s Home, the memory of him felt stronger. Bonus points that the exercise helped tone her figure.

      She hadn’t worked out since she’d returned to Earth and discovered no one remembered Trigg. She shouldn’t have waited so long to come back. She owed Keegan for suggesting it.

      Terryn moved her weight to the balls of her feet and took a practice swing. And another. Then a straight kick and then a roundhouse kick. The impacts felt good, solid. She slipped into a rhythm, and soon, sweat beaded on her forehead, and her breath grew labored with exertion. Her muscles burned and tension melted away. She realized she hadn’t felt grounded, like she belonged anywhere.

      Her focus intensified. Just her and the mule. Thud. Thwack. Thud. Gold shimmers darted in and out of her peripheral vision. They reminded her of the first vision she’d had of Trigg, except these flickers seemed to be coming from above her shoulders. She ignored them. She’d learned during her focus exercises with Derrik not to look at the magic when it started. She shouldn’t force it by overthinking. Otherwise, whatever could happen, wouldn’t. She kept herself open to possibilities by assuming nothing.

      Tucking her chin, she unleashed another flurry of punches and kicks. The mule lurched backward. The shimmers grew brighter. Following an instinct, she kept her attention on the mule and her mind clear.

      She breathed deep and slowly exhaled in time with the mule’s swing. She pulled her elbow back and slammed her fist into it at the apex of its swing.

      The vision unfurled in her mind. She didn’t welcome or judge it. Her legs wobbled as if she balanced on an edge, but she maintained her awareness. This time, instead of floating in the air above her, it filled her view.

      Trigg kneeled in a field of sand. Around him stands, like he was in a sports stadium, rose into a clear blue sky. A roaring crowd filled the benches. Blood matted his hair. He wore armor that shimmered black and green. Arms outstretched, he screamed up at the sky. A giant black dragon flew over him. Close enough, Terryn could make out the edges of lighter scales on its underbelly. The hot, dry air caught in her throat and she coughed.

      Something hit her face, hard. She fell and hit the ground. Rubbing her head, she rolled over on the gym floor. The mule swung back and forth above her.

      Her view flickered, then she realized she stood in the middle of the gym. She didn’t remember getting up or walking.

      Flicker.

      She stood at the gym’s far wall. Award plaques and framed photos of kids wearing white gis filled the wall.

      Flicker.

      What is happening? Is this still a vision?

      Flicker.

      She held one of the pictures. It was her first class from when she was eight. She found herself in the photo, standing in the back row at the end. Keegan smiled next to her. Jerome and Tyrell stood in front of her with some other kids she didn’t remember.

      Flicker.

      Trigg appeared beside her in the photo.

      Flicker.

      He disappeared.

      Flicker.

      He reappeared. It was like the photograph was holographic except she wasn’t tilting it.

      A voice echoed around the gym.

      “Terryn? You still here?”

      Terryn’s stomach flip-flopped. Her attention reoriented itself. She stood facing the mule, back on the other side of the room. It swung slowly as if it’d been undisturbed for a while.

      Coach Steinacher leaned on the doorway on the far wall.

      “Earth to Terryn?” he called across the room. He sounded mostly friendly and a touch worried.

      She gasped and rested her hands on her knees as if catching her breath. Then, she waved her hand at him and nodded, not ready to trust her voice.

      “Just checking you’re doing okay. Class starts in ten.” He smacked the trim.

      “Thanks, Coach.” Terryn’s voice sounded unsteady. She felt like she’d seen a ghost. She straightened and blurted, “Coach, can I ask you a question?”

      “Shoot.”

      Terryn licked her lips. Where had that come from? Her heart raced. She shouldn’t say anything. He was going to think she was crazy, too, but it was too late now, so she barreled ahead. “Do you remember my brother? Trigg?”

      Coach Steinacher’s forehead wrinkled as he glanced up at the ceiling in thought, then met her gaze. “Can’t say that I do, but I see a lot of kids through here. Only recognized you because there aren’t many girls who come around. Besides you and that friend of yours. Dark hair?”

      Terryn nodded. “Yeah. Keegan.” She grabbed a towel hanging from the rack with the chalk and wiped her face. Tossing it into a small laundry basket next to the trash can, she grabbed her hoodie from the floor where she’d discarded it halfway through her routine. Then she strode to the trophy wall. She checked each photo frame until she found the one with her and her friends. No Trigg. Her heart sank with disappointment. She’d hoped the golden aura she’d seen meant the world had righted itself. But that was too much to hope for. What she’d had was one of her visions. If those were still happening, then maybe it meant that she could leave here again and find him.

      If she wanted to find him, to save him, she would have to figure it out soon. Per Keegan’s comment, it was only a matter of time before Ryan wanted more than just kisses. Terryn wasn’t ready for that. Especially when it seemed like everyone else knew what she should do, except for her. She needed to figure out things for herself, first.

      “Did you get what you came for?” Coach Steinacher asked, still watching her from the doorway.

      Terryn pursed her lips and touched the photo frame, as if marking it in her memory.

      “I guess I did.”
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      Later that night after the debriefing with Murdoch, Trigg sat on a log near the barracks and watched the flames of the dinner fire. Cole and Lemrick, along with Len’Leyah, Rizzo, and several soldiers he didn’t know, sat on their own logs, talking about the debriefing. Trigg only caught snippets of the conversation. It revolved around Len’Leyah’s promotion to squad commander and planning for both her and Lemrick’s squads’ departures to track the United soldiers who had escaped into the Forsaken Forest after the fight in Ryan’s dream.

      In the center of the circle, Storm tended the fire along with a huge pan of stir-fried veggies set on a grate. The light cast orange and red hues across the buffalo’s fur. Beyond their circle, other squads circled other campfires. The crisp evening breeze carried snippets of laughter and the smell of smoke. An air of celebration permeated the camp. They had fought a battle and survived another day.

      “A toast!” Lemrick yelled, shoving her mug into the air toward Len’Leyah. “To the Gorriak Battalion’s newest captain, Len’Leyah Lhalabar, Sireien elf of the Third Sector Vrinn.”

      Murdoch had said the games were beginning, Trigg remembered, wondering what the goblin meant. In just a couple of days, Trigg would leave the Second City and make the two-week journey through the Forsaken Forest to Nightmare City. Time is running out. There’s a week of travel and then maybe six or seven weeks to train. Training on-location would help, but not if I don’t get better control of my magic. Anxiety tightened his stomach.

      A group cheer pulled him from his thoughts. The soldiers around him all had their mugs raised. He belatedly lifted his.

      “May your sword shine bright and make enemies far and near faint with fear!” Lemrick called to Len’Leyah who hid her face in her own mug.

      Cole, his tattoos gleaming in the firelight, leaped onto a log and whooped after cupping his hands around his mouth.

      “Speech! Speech!”

      The others joined his chant. Another elf, who looked related to Len’Leyah, stomped his feet. Soldiers from nearby fires wandered over to listen.

      Len’Leyah shook her head, refusing to move from her stump. Lemrick walked to her and gave her a friendly tug to her feet. The lizard gestured toward the fire. Trigg couldn’t hear, but Lemrick seemed to say something that might have been a friendly threat, judging by the wry smile on her snout. Len’Leyah backed away. Rizzo pulled her back down on the log next to him and whispered something into her purple pointed ear. He flashed her a wicked grin. The elf gave him a long-suffering eye roll. She stood with a huff.

      Loud cheers erupted as Len’Leyah joined Lemrick. Len’Leyah glared at Rizzo, and the cheers quieted to chuckles. He grinned again, shadows playing across his face. He shooed her toward the center of the circle. More laughter spread throughout the crowd. Trigg got the impression the duo was a camp favorite. Storm gave her a side hug and then took a seat on a gigantic stump next to the grill.

      Len’Leyah stepped into the firelight. The elf’s long, dark hair was pulled into a half ponytail, revealing her pointed ears and almond eyes. With her plated leather armor accentuating all the right spots, she reminded Trigg of a warrior elf from the RPG games he and Tyrell had started playing in middle school.

      A sense of surrealism washed over him. He was on a different planet than Earth, hanging out with what everyone back home believed were video game characters. This place would be so cool if it didn’t kill him in the next couple of months.

      “Curse the lot of you, and Rizzo above the rest of you, for making me do this,” Len’Leyah began, tilting her mug toward the warrior. Howls, hisses, and growls of laughter erupted. She waited until everyone had settled down before continuing. “As guardians of the night, we see horrible sights every turn of the moon. The sectors are not friendly places filled with butterflies and sunny skies. At night, when most sentients close their eyes, the monsters, the fear, the dark night of the unknown begins.

      “As protectors of the dream worlds, we stand watch against those fears and cast them out. Our work here allows all the other worlds in the third dimension to live in safety. So safe that many now believe those monsters are just figments of their childhood imaginations. Countless billions of sentients close their eyes each night and sleep in safety because of us.”

      Voices rose in agreement as Len’Leyah paused for breath.

      “Hear, hear!”

      “Yes!”

      “That’s right!”

      “But where is their appreciation?” she continued. “Their gratitude? We deserve it, but it won’t come from them. More and more, they believe less and less. Over the centuries, we have become legends of a forgotten past. Soon, all the worlds in the sectors will become like Earth. Sleeping without memory of the guardians and why we are needed.”

      Len’Leyah continued, but Trigg’s thoughts drifted back to the tournament until Cole sat next to him with a ceramic pitcher. The sylph filled Trigg’s mug with a berry drink and then guzzled from the pitcher itself.

      “She’s going to make a great captain,” Cole said, wiping his mouth and leaning the pitcher against the log they were sitting on. “I wish I had been assigned to her squad. But no, got stuck with Old Faithful over there.” He gestured toward Storm.

      Trigg shrugged. “Better than all the training I’m doing in the next couple weeks. At least you won’t have pointy things getting stuck at you.”

      “Oh let up,” Cole replied. “You’re the camp’s champion. Imagine all the hot girls you’ll get if you win.”

      Trigg rolled his eyes. “Operative word there being ‘if.’” He looked into the flames. “If I don’t die.”

      Cole clasped his shoulder with a small shake. “You’ll figure it out.” The sylph looked into the fire. “And worst case, mors magnum iter secundum.”

      “That sounds so reassuring. Whatever that means.”

      “Death is the next great adventure,” Cole translated, keeping his gaze on the flames.

      Trigg’s stomach sank when he remembered that Sergeant Ray’md had said the same thing when he heard that four guards had died. “I did not come all this way from Earth to die.”

      “Maybe that is your fate,” Cole said. “As guardians, we see the fears of all sentient beings played out in their dreams every night. We help people confront those fears and, when necessary, ease their passing through their final gate.”

      “That’s not something I would know. I’ve been too busy training as the city champion to guard the fields.”

      “I know. That’s why I’m telling you, dummy. Dying doesn’t stop you from being you.”

      “What would you know about it?” Trigg grumbled.

      “More than you, buda.” Cole’s expression sobered uncharacteristically. He squeezed Trigg’s shoulder with a shake. “I escorted both my parents to the seventh gate when I was still a young’un.” Cole tipped the pitcher up and swallowed. “A happy memory that was and one that brought me here.”

      “I’m sorry,” Trigg said automatically.

      “Don’t be.” Cole gave Trigg a lopsided grin and picked up the pitcher. “When properly confronted, death is no more scary than those pretty elven ladies sitting on the log over there.”

      Cole winked at the three elves dressed in woven leaf armor and slung his arm around Trigg. The pitcher slopped berry juice over him. The elven chicks gave them a collective eye roll and then went back to talking.

      “Get off me, you overly happy fairy git. I think you’ve had too much sugar water.” Trigg shoved Cole half-heartedly.

      “This is the world we live in.” Cole peered into the pitcher, which was now empty, and then turned back to Trigg. He squeezed Trigg’s shoulder and then shook him enthusiastically. “You need cheering up.”

      “No, I’m fine.”

      “Liar.” Cole twirled around with sylvan grace, and with a flourish of the pitcher, he addressed the campfire, cutting off Len’Leyah mid-sentence as she was raising her mug in what seemed to be her final thought.

      “And let’s not forget the city’s champion, Trigg, Son of Earth,” Cole hollered and then danced around the circle, pulling Trigg with him, confronting each soldier sitting on the logs. Trigg’s face burned. He was glad the twilight shadows had deepened enough to keep him from clearly seeing the full crowd gathered. “He’s going to beat all those snobby capital sentients who think they’re too good for a soldier’s life,” Cole finished, lifting the pitcher.

      Lemrick and Len’Leyah applauded politely while Storm of Grimm hit the side of the grill. A few other soldiers joined in, but it wasn’t as loud as the cheer had been for Len’Leyah.

      “Yeah, yeah,” Trigg said as he half ducked, half shrugged out of Cole’s grasp. “As long as they agree not to use magic and stand still while I stab them.”

      Trigg gave a half-hearted laugh as he sat back on his log. Part of him wished more of the soldiers would have cheered. The other part told the first part of himself to get a grip. He’d only been in Imperious Nox for almost three months. Len’Leyah had been there for the better part of five centuries. Of course they liked her better than him.

      “Don’t worry, buda!” Cole joined him back on the log and clapped Trigg on the back. “You’ll get the magic thing figured out. You’ll roll up to Nightmare City, win the tournament, and then you’ll be on the queen’s council and be able to command soldiers to find your sister.”

      “You make it sound easy. I’m sure that’ll be how it happens. Exactly like that.” Trigg didn’t bother to hide the bitterness in his voice. Cole frowned.

      “Why wouldn’t it be, buda? This is Imperious Nox, where all your dreams are real.”

      “Then why do I feel so miserable?” Conversation stopped and his words exploded into the lull. Everyone stared at Trigg as the realization set in that everyone had heard him.

      “Nevermind, don’t answer that,” he muttered and suddenly decided that maybe he did, in fact, need a refill of something that wasn’t as strong. He jumped up, leaving Cole and passing Lemrick who sat on the next log, and moved toward the outer edge of the dinner fire where the tables with the drink pitchers sat. He refilled his mug from a pitcher of cold water and took a long swallow. The cold liquid spread through his limbs and cooled his frustration. Trigg drew a calming breath. He then attempted to perform his focus exercise, but he couldn’t grasp the feeling of calm that meant he’d been successful. Finally, he gave up and stalked back to the campfire. It had been an eventful couple of days, and things would only get busier with the preparations to leave.

      He rejoined Cole. Thankfully, the crowd had dwindled now that the embarrassing toasting was done.

      “What is up with the queen?”

      Cole shrugged. “I don’t know. She’s the queen. So she does queenie stuff like go to parties and wear jewels and run the council.”

      “No like, how did she get to be the queen? We don’t have queens back on Earth. Well, at least, not in my country. Most countries have presidents.” Trigg looked down at the grass. He plucked a strand and fidgeted with it. “There’s only, like, one or two queens on Earth, and they were born into it. Is it like that here?”

      “No, not really,” Cole said. “Her name is Lilith with a bunch of fancy titles. She fought to be queen. Lots of people died during the first war a long time ago. Other than that . . .” He shrugged. “Don’t know much more than that. They say she cares for us soldiers like her own children. That’s why we’re at war with the United.”

      Trigg frowned. “How does caring for everyone like children make you go to war?”

      “Oh you new cades are just so cute,” interjected Lemrick from her perch on the log next to them. “That’s what she wants us to believe. Troop moral and all that.” She waved a pair of chopsticks to emphasis her point.

      “What do you mean?” Trigg asked, leaning forward.

      Lemrick balanced a stone bowl of stir-fry on her legs and scooped the rice and veggies with chopsticks into her mouth. She swallowed. “The Queen is an ancient, from a time before there were guardians. Ancients aren’t like us. They process the world different, feel emotions different.”

      “I don’t know,” Cole said, his forehead furrowed. “I’ve heard stories.”

      Lemrick waved her chopsticks. “Sure, but this is your first assignment. You’ve never been stationed anywhere else. Have you traveled to see the Festival of Lights? Have you even met her?”

      Cole shook his head.

      “Right. I’ve met her multiple times during my officer rotation,” Lemrick said, as if that settled the matter. “She is tough. Fought alongside the army before the armistice with the United. You heard that right, but caring for her soldiers like her children? No. That’s a political spin. She’d sacrifice us to save her real kids and herself. Faster than a good-ah-bye could croak. That’s the real story.”

      “How could you possibly know all of this?” Cole asked, leaning around Trigg to get a better whiff of her food.

      “Get your own bowl, kid,” Lemrick said and moved her bowl out of his nose’s reach. “And, kid, that’s exactly why I know all of this. I’ve been around longer. I know sentients who were guardians before our civil war began, and they remember.”

      Cole’s tattoos flared, a sure sign he was frustrated. Trigg wanted to stand up for Cole. He looked like someone who just learned his view on life was wrong—or at least lacked delicious stir-fry. “Why haven’t you told Cole this before?”

      “Because he’s not a candidate. In your hundred years of serving, you’ve made plenty of mistakes, right?”

      Cole nodded and grimaced. “Sure.”

      “Yet, Trigg gets here and hasn’t even had his first lesson as wo’ken, and he’s immediately tapped as the candidate. That’s not right. So he deserves to know why.”

      Lemrick looked over her shoulder and checked the surroundings. The campfire had died down, and the other soldiers had moved off with Len’Leyah and Rizzo. Only Barnabus and Storm remained, along with a trio of small imps. Lemrick glared at them.

      “Bugger off,” she told the imps. “This fire is closed for the night.”

      They grumbled and squeaked but spread their tiny wings and buzzed off toward another campfire surrounded by shouts and laughter. Barnabus nodded toward Lemrick. The gargoyle got his sword out and began sharpening the edges. Storm began tidying up the dishes and collecting bowls.

      “The queen is cursed,” Lemrick began. “You know the story of Adam and Eve?”

      Trigg nodded, but Cole shook his head.

      “It’s one of Earth’s creation stories,” Lemrick told Cole. “It tells how God created the first man and woman out of the dust of the Earth.”

      Cole shrugged. “Never heard of it.”

      Lemrick continued, “What’s not included in the Earth legend is that there was a woman before Eve, our very own Queen Lilith. She traveled from the seventh planet in Sector 3 through the Between and the dream stream till she reached the farthest gateway. The ones that lead to the ninth planet, the farthest planet in all the universe, Earth.”

      Trigg nodded, remembering that De’nah Deborah had explained to him and Terryn about the nine total planets and three sectors back when she’d found them in the sleep clinic. That seemed like ages ago.

      So much has changed.

      “When Adam saw Lilith, lust overtook him and he laid with her. From that union came Cain, the first baby of Earth. For a decade they lived together in the garden God had created for them, but then Lilith and Adam argued. Lilith took the young Cain and moved outside the stone walls. Adam begged God to give him a ‘helpmate,’ so God took one of Adam’s ribs—as punishment—and created the first woman of Earth, Eve.

      “Together, she and Adam had Abel. For decades the blended family lived as neighbors, and the two boys grew up together as brothers. But then—”

      “Cain killed Abel,” Trigg interrupted, wanting to skip the part about making sacrifices.

      Lemrick nodded. “Like his mother, he was impetuous and quick to anger. Do you remember what happened next?”

      Trigg glanced up at the starry sky in thought. Since the beginning of dinner, the sun had set and Primus, the first moon, a half wedge, had risen above the second city’s skyline.

      “It’s been awhile since I heard Sister Rachel teach about the creation story,” Trigg started, “but I think God punished Cain by banishing him from the garden and marking his head.”

      Lemrick nodded and Trigg added, “The Bible doesn’t say anything about Lilith or what happened to her. Just that Cain received a mark and wandered the Earth.”

      “Probably because the Bible is a book about what happened on Earth, and Lilith is not from Earth,” Lemrick responded. She leaned in close. “Good thing we have other books on Imperious Nox. When Eve discovered that Cain had killed Abel, she cursed Lilith always to live to see her children die.”

      Lemrick leaned back as she finished talking, as if expecting the boys to be properly impressed. Trigg and Cole exchanged glances and then Trigg asked, “So?”

      “You don’t see it?”

      “No.” Cole and Trigg chorused. “What’s the big deal?” Cole added.

      Lemrick let out an exasperated sigh. “Boys! This is why women need to be in charge of more things.” Storm and Barnabus snorted. Lemrick pointed at them. “Not a word, you two. Stay out of this.” Lemrick turned back to Trigg and Cole. “The curse means that Lilith can’t die as long as she has children who are living. Eve cursed Lilith to experience the pain of losing a child for an eternity.”

      “That doesn’t seem like much of a curse,” Cole said.

      “She just gets too old to have kids and then she dies . . .” Trigg trailed off awkwardly when he saw Lemrick’s glare in the firelight.

      Barnabus, still sharpening his sword by the campfire, laughed. He came to their rescue. “If she was a regular sentient like our girl Lemrick here.”

      “I was just getting ready to say that,” Lemrick interrupted, glaring at Barnabus who raised his hand holding the whetstone in a mock apology. Turning back to the boys, Lemrick said, “Remember how I said she’s an ancient? That means she’s like the guardians in that she has a really long life span.”

      “Oh yeah,” Trigg said. “Like all those other people in the Bible who lived like hundreds and hundreds of years?”

      “Exactly like that. She lived on Earth for another thousand years, having children, and because of the curse, several myths spread about her and her children. The most graphic included her having one hundred children a day and then men killing them as they were born,” Lemrick said.

      “Oh I remember that myth from world history class,” Trigg exclaimed. “The ancient Greeks or Romans—I always get them mixed up—believed she was a goddess and sacrificed their children to her.”

      “That’s messed up, buda,” Cole said. Lemrick frowned her disapproval as well.

      “I remember getting really mad when I read that story. Those poor kids, to have parents who’d let that happen,” Trigg said. “It made me glad that at least I didn’t have parents who would do something terrible like that to me and Terryn.”

      “But they still left you,” Lemrick said, her words slipping through her teeth like a quiet whistle. “Doesn’t that make you sad, too?”

      “Hey, give the kid a break,” said Cole. Storm snorted his agreement.

      “It’s okay. I don’t mind.” Trigg shrugged. “Not really sad. More mad, but I guess I’m used to it. I’m sure they had their reasons. Besides, I don’t need anyone. I’ve done just fine by myself.” He surveyed the campfire and the camp beyond. “I made it here, didn’t I? I woke up?”

      They all nodded. Trigg pressed his lips together with determination. “That’s all I’ve ever really needed. To take care of myself. Here, as long as I train hard and learn what I need, then it feels like I’ll be okay.”

      Lemrick and Barnabus exchanged guarded looks. “I wish I could tell you that it will be okay,” Lemrick said. “You’re a good soldier, and you’ve worked hard since you got here. I’ve seen a lot of soldiers fail without the added stress of being a candidate.” She paused, considering her words. “But I can’t tell you that everything will be okay. That’s something you have to find within yourself.”

      The rightness of what Lemrick said settled around Trigg like goosebumps. He knew what she meant. Barnabus had said a similar thing to him after the briefing in the command tent.

      “You mean I can’t keep being afraid, but I also can’t stop trying to get better at my magic because I’m afraid of messing up.”

      “That’s right,” Barnabus said above the crackling flames, which cast a friendly glow around the group. “That’s a big reason for the training that we do here as soldiers. Things are not ever going to be okay. There’s always another battle, another drakkon, another nightmare waiting for us. And if we survive that, then another challenge will be there to take its place. Learning that we live in a messed-up universe full of nightmares and that nothing is okay is part of becoming a soldier. Once you master that fear, the things that do make life worth living come into focus: a warm bed, food in your stomach, and good company.”

      Barnabus extended his muscled arms to include the surrounding fires still bright with songs and laughter, the second tower rising in the sky above, and even the sleeper fields beyond them.

      “This is what we fight for. This is what we guard. Remember that and you will, in a way, always be okay.”

      Lemrick raised her mug. “To remembering!”

      “Remembering!” responded Barnabus, Cole, and even Storm who was now sitting on a log next to the gargoyle. They raised their mugs, and Cole his pitcher.

      Trigg hesitated.

      I don’t want to remember, he thought. I don’t want to spend eternity protecting people against themselves. People are mean and selfish. They should help themselves. I want something more. I want to win the tournament, I want to figure out my magic, and I want Terryn to be okay and then . . . and then . . .

      Well, he wasn’t sure what would happen after that, but he wanted to do something that mattered.

      I want to defeat death, he realized. It’s not some great adventure. It’s sadness and loss and everything that’s bad about living. Defeating it could be something that really matters. Then there won’t be a need to guard anything anymore, and people will always be around to remember.

      That would be his toast. Trigg raised his mug. “To remembering.”

      He tilted his glass toward his squad mates and drank.
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      By the time Terryn made it back to the Children’s Home, it was a quarter after eight. Everyone would barely be sitting down at the community table for breakfast. She wasn’t hungry and didn’t feel like seeing anyone, let alone talking or, worse, answering questions about where she had been. So, instead she walked around the block, through the wrought iron gate, and down the quarter-mile, well-manicured driveway. After twisting her key in the lock, she opened the double-wide front door, tiptoed past Sister Rachel’s office—where the nun sat poring over paperwork—and slipped into the girls’ hallway.

      The laughter from the breakfast table drifted to Terryn and Keegan’s room. Terryn pulled the door shut, perhaps with a bit more force than necessary. A welcome silence wrapped around her. Plopping back onto her bed, she wished she could as easily shut off the thoughts whirling like tornadoes in her brain cells.

      She stared at the white ceiling, at the crack that crawled through the popcorn texture. So, what did she know? She made a mental note.

      
        
        1. People thought she was crazy.

        Check.

        2. Despite taking medicine, she still had memories of a brother everyone else said didn’t exist.

        Check.

        3. Ryan was a lot more friendly than she remembered.

        She blushed. Check and dang it.

        4. Working out made her feel better.

        Check. She would need to ask Sister Rachel if she could take classes again. And, finally…

        5. Feeling better had resulted in a vision that may or may not have included her so-called imaginary brother. And, now she was talking to herself.

        See number one. Checkmate.

      

      

      Yet, she did not feel crazy. In fact, she felt more clearheaded right now than at any other time in the last month.

      Maybe it was the workout?

      Exercise was supposed to be good for you. But, she considered, it could also be the medicine. Or the lack thereof. She had skipped her dose this morning for the first time. Also, she was not having side effects. Guilt colored her thoughts. Maybe I should go ahead and take it. The vision at the gym could have happened because I didn’t take it.

      But then why did she feel so clearheaded? She felt as if she’d been breathing through a cotton mask, but her workout had cleared away the mist, making it easier to think. Then, the subsequent vision of Trigg reminded her of who she was. She couldn’t abandon him to that fate, not if it was true, not if she could do something to change it.

      She was Trigg’s sister. He had no one else. He needed her. Now more than ever. It had to be the medicine that was making the difference. Something about the medicine was making her foggy. She shouldn’t take it anymore. She wouldn’t. No matter how much she liked kissing Ryan, she wouldn’t do it for him or anyone. She needed to do it for her. If he truly cared for her, he would understand.

      She headed toward the bathroom, but Sister Rachel called from her office. “Terryn? Is that you?”

      Terryn paused. Her heart quickened. She glanced toward the front door. It was close enough that she could escape through it. She hadn’t done anything wrong, so she quelled her apprehension and answered.

      “Yes, Sister. It’s me.”

      “Come here, please.”

      Once inside the smaller room, Terryn perched on the edge of a metal folding chair that sat opposite a walnut executive desk. A dated monitor and stacks of manila folders mounded on top of a green velvet desk pad. The dated computer tower whirred under the desk on the same hardwood that extended from the hallway outside. Terryn pressed her sweaty palms to her cold seat and pretended to look at the gold-embossed books that lined the shelves on either side of the stone walls. The nun regarded her computer screen and clicked a few windows closed. Her dark hair gleamed against the delicate white skin of her neck. Terryn hadn’t remembered Sister Rachel being so pale.

      “You left the grounds this morning and missed breakfast,” announced Sister Rachel, still focusing on the computer screen. She clicked a final time with her mouse, then faced Terryn, brown eyes narrowed.

      “No I wasn’t,” Terryn confirmed. “Wasn’t hungry this morning, I guess.” She shrugged and traced the wood-grain swirls on the floor with her sneaker.

      “But you weren’t in your room either. Ryan came looking for you and you were gone.”

      Startled, Terryn returned her attention to the nun. “Ryan was looking for me?” Her heart fluttered, but she wasn’t sure if it was with pleasure or apprehension.

      “Where were you? He wanted to take you to breakfast. Explain yourself.”

      Terryn frowned. Sister Rachel sounded more upset that Ryan couldn’t find her than that she’d left the grounds.

      “I went to the gym. Isn’t that allowed? I’m sixteen now.”

      “Yes, but I will, of course, verify that with your coach. I’m assuming he was there?”

      Terryn nodded. “Yes. It was open mat. I’d like to go back sometime. It helped me feel normal.”

      “You shouldn’t over do yourself, child.” Sister Rachel studied Terryn.  “Maybe next time, see if Ryan can go with you. I don’t like the idea of you being by yourself.”

      Terryn kept her face expressionless. Sister Rachel’s request sounded reasonable. Except, the way she kept including Ryan like he was her babysitter. That was out of character for her. Ryan didn’t even live at the Children’s Home, but he kept showing up.

      “I didn’t know anyone would be looking for me,” Terryn said, with only a touch of sarcasm. “Saturday breakfast dates aren’t normally my thing.”

      Sister Rachel gave Terryn a pointed look. “It wouldn’t have been a date, but even if it had been, considering his good influence on you, exceptions could be made.”

      Terryn met Sister Rachel’s glare. She shouldn’t feel this guilty for doing what was allowed. “I didn’t do anything wrong,” she asserted. She’d skipped breakfast before and not gotten in trouble. Terryn gripped the seat of her chair, letting the metal cool her palm. This had to be related to her medicine. Sister Rachel’s next line confirmed her fears.

      “There is a rule for you now. You’re sick. You can’t just go wandering off wherever and whenever you please. What if something were to happen to you, child?” Sister Rachel’s features softened with concern, but a shadow in her eyes made the hairs on the back of Terryn’s neck rise.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you,” Terryn said, hoping an apology would let her leave the room, which was becoming stuffy. Terryn’s hands burned on the chair, as if the temperature had risen. Something is wrong.

      Sister Rachel nodded her acceptance. “I trust you won’t let it happen again. You’ve been taking your medicine, correct?”

      As her voice lilted to mark the rhetorical question, a black glob appeared in the corner of Sister Rachel’s right eye, passed over her pupil, disappeared for a second, then—as if traveling a straight line—reappeared in her left eye. It crossed over her other pupil and then disappeared in the corner without a trace.

      Recognition stole Terryn’s breath. Her eyes widened. She remembered Trigg saying something similar had happened to De’nah Deborah’s eyes back at the sleep clinic.

      “You haven’t?” Sister Rachel asked, misunderstanding Terryn’s expression.

      Terryn stammered and then muttered, “I’m taking it. But I don’t like it.”

      “It’s for the best.”

      Terryn nodded, not trusting her voice to hide her shock.

      Satisfied, Sister Rachel turned back to her computer screen. Terryn couldn’t leave fast enough. She slipped into the bathroom and quietly closed the door.

      Leaning on the sink, she let out a breath. Her reflection in the medicine cabinet mirror stared back at her. The dark circles under her eyes made her look like she hadn’t slept in a week. Sweat made her blonde hair darker along her temples and framed her heart-shaped face.

      What the freak just happened in Sister Rachel’s office? That black dot. Terryn had seen it. Either it was proof that weird things were happening around the Children’s Home or that she was straight up hallucinating because she’d skipped her dosage.

      She needed to find out which one it was, and there was only one way to do that.

      She snapped open the cabinet.

      Grabbing the orange prescription bottle from the top shelf, along with the large Tylenol bottle, she closed the mirror. With a shake—making the pills rustle—she set both bottles on the counter. Turning the water on, she filled a glass and set it down. She dropped all of her prescription pills down the drain, letting the water carry them far away from her.

      It was possible she was making a mistake. Ryan and Sister Rachel both cared for her—had said taking the medicine was good for her. But after what just happened with Sister Rachel, plus enduring the last month of side effects, Terryn was starting to doubt everyone’s intentions. Even Ryan seemed more interested in kissing than actually listening whenever she brought up her concerns about the side effects.

      He’d said to wait for the medicine to work. But how long was she supposed to wait? At this point, she knew she wasn’t imagining things. The memories of Trigg weren’t going away. They were still there but hidden by a strange mist that gave her a splitting headache. Yet, having skipped her dose, she miraculously felt better for the first time in ages.

      Maybe it was a coincidence. She studied her reflection. The dark circles under her eyes, her pale cheeks. She didn’t look like she was getting better. The buzzing in the back of her head agreed. Maybe it was time to start listening to herself.

      She poured half of the acetaminophen into her prescription bottle. They weren’t exactly the same shape or shade of white, but as long as no one looked too closely, it shouldn’t matter.

      Besides, if anyone noticed, what would be the worst thing that could happen? She wasn’t sure, but she didn’t think it could be any worse than what she was dealing with now. She did know that she was tired of doing things for other people. She wanted to do things for herself.

      Screwing back on the caps, she placed both bottles back in the cabinet and then got in the shower.

      As the warm water cleaned the sweat from her workout, Terryn formulated her plan. She would stop taking the medicine for the next few days. If she felt normal and the side effects cleared up, then she’d go back to Trigg’s room. The last time she’d been there, she’d done something to make the room freeze. It was like she used magic. But then Ryan had shown up with the pill bottle and gotten her to agree to take the medicine. She didn’t want to think bad of him, but it was interesting timing. Since then, she’d been too distracted by him and school and everything else to return.

      Shame on her for letting a boy get in the way of what she wanted. But what if that had been the point? To distract her. After all, to them, she probably did seem strange. No one else could remember Trigg or know about any worlds other than this one.

      Her workout this morning had cleared her head. She no longer felt like she was walking around stuffed with cotton, which, in turn, made her doubt that what she’d seen in Sister Rachel’s eyes had been a hallucination. Yet, she couldn’t assume, and she wasn’t about to walk up to Sister Rachel and ask her about her eyes and magic.

      Instead, going back to Trigg’s room would be a good next step to figure out if she was hallucinating or not.

      She also needed a witness, someone who could tell her if they saw what she saw. If she was seeing things because she wasn’t taking her medicine, she wanted to know. Sister Rachel was definitely not an option, and even assuming that Ryan did have good intentions about her health, he would be too distracting.

      That left only one person whose opinion she could really trust: Keegan. Her family visit was scheduled this coming week, so Terryn would need to figure out a good time to sneak into Trigg’s room before then. If her growing suspicions proved correct and Terryn wasn’t hallucinating, then Keegan wouldn’t be the only one leaving the Children’s Home within the week.
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      Trigg stood at the main gate of the encampment next to his pack pony. It was early morning on the fourth day since Murdoch had decided to go to the queen in person. More pack animals—ponies, a pair of oxen pulling a covered wagon, and scaly green lizards that looked like miniature dinosaurs with wings—filled the plaza at the camp’s entrance. The third moon, Serus, glowed in the hazy morning sky. Several torches were carried by the faun soldiers riding the dinosaurs—rakens, Trigg had overheard one faun calling them. He had checked his saddlebags multiple times just to have something to do.

      Traveling with him were Murdoch, Tatiana, and several other faun soldiers. They were readying their things or checking the bridles or stirrups of their pack animals.

      Barnabus, Lemrick, Storm, and the other commanders huddled around Murdoch. Barnabus spoke too low to be heard, but Trigg could tell by the gargoyle’s deliberate gestures that he was trying to convince Murdoch to abandon his plan. Trigg had heard the argument from Barnabus several times since the debriefing.

      “You are a field general, sir,” Barnabus had said. “Excuse me for saying so, sir, but you should not be leaving.”

      It wasn’t the first time Barnabus had brought it up, but Murdoch waved away his concern. “The city will do just fine without me. This is news I refuse to put on paper.” He had always responded along a similar variant. “The queen needs to know immediately, and I trust no one else to deliver it.”

      Since the briefing, distance formed between Trigg and his squad. Barnabus and Lemrick had been busy tracking down the United. Trigg grilled them each night at the dinner fire, but they found no sign of the United yet or if Terryn was with them. When Barnabus and Lemrick weren’t out scouting, they were busy planning a longer scouting mission that would eventually bring them to Nightmare City in time for the start of the Festival of Lights and the tournament.

      Trigg hadn’t seen Len’Leyah or Rizzo, who she’d promoted as her second. They had packed up and left camp early the next morning with her new squad and Lemrick’s squad to patrol the outer sleeper fields. Storm and Cole had also been distant. With Len’Leyah and Lemrick tracking the United soldiers who had escaped Ryan’s dream, that left Storm as the only senior officer in camp under Barnabus. He was preoccupied with overseeing the camp’s general operations or meeting with Murdoch. Cole had been promoted to Storm’s squad as the communications officer so they only saw each other during training sessions, and even those had become less frequent as Cole was practicing with his new squad now.

      The last few days since the debriefing had been difficult for Trigg. He felt abandoned. It was hard not to with everyone being promoted except him. But with him getting ready to leave for the capital, there wasn’t much point in reassigning him. So he spent his time attending the morning magic sessions and the afternoons drilling on the practice field with various weapons. Occasionally, Barnabus would join him after his meetings, but the past few days he had been too busy. Part of Trigg wanted to return to the sixth dimension and find Ryan, but he didn’t think he could weave the spell to enter the dream world. Even though he was attending the morning sessions now, he was struggling with his focus exercises.

      He needed to go to Nightmare City to learn how to better control his magic. He needed to win the tournament and become the Queen’s Champion to find Terryn. He couldn’t do that without fully understanding how his magic worked.

      As he waited, Trigg wove a thin strand of magic and dragged it along behind him. The dream mites, no bigger than pebbles, rippled up as the strand passed over them, chasing it like kittens chasing string, and settled back down into the path as the next wave of dream mites rippled up. Trigg couldn’t help but smile at their squeaks of excitement.

      At least this is one thing I can do right. In movies, the hero always knew what to do next. Sure, maybe he had to do some training—cue the Rocky montage of running up steps—but it never seemed that hard. Figuring out how his specific magic worked was proving to be more difficult than the movies made it out to be. He’d been here for three months, and he’d only managed to get Cole hurt when the drakkon attacked them in the sleeper field. Not to mention the whole fiasco with Ryan in the dream world.

      Trigg hunched behind his packhorse, hiding the others from view. Like the other packhorses, it was loaded with food and supplies for the journey. Each horse also carried a tub of the dream mite larvae. The distance that had grown between him and his friends wasn’t what was really bothering him. Nothing was going as he expected since learning Terryn might still be alive. He’d expected a rescue party to be sent out or something. Instead, Murdoch had said to wait on what Barnabus’s and Lemrick’s scouting parties found. Frustration tightened Trigg’s chest.

      I hate not being believed. It’s just like when the doctors on Earth didn’t believe me about being sick, he thought, kicking at one of the dream mites. It squeaked indignantly and burrowed back into the dirt. Trigg wished he would have kicked it harder. He really wanted to fight something. Instead, Cole walked up.

      “Hey buda,” Cole said. “All packed up?”

      Trigg nodded, slapping his saddlebag. “Got enough rations to last through next week. Should be good to go.”

      “Right on. Keep your sword handy, though. The dream spiders are scarier than fire-breathing drakkons if you get caught in their webs.” He gave Trigg a knowing smile, which Trigg half-heartedly returned. Even if his friend could joke about it now, Trigg still felt guilty for almost killing him. He really needed to figure out his magic before someone else got hurt.

      “Wish you were coming with me. Then I wouldn’t have to worry ’bout my sword. You’d just blast them with your fireballs.”

      “That might be overkill,” Cole said and grinned. “But it would get the job done. Wish I could come with you, too. In the meantime, someone’s gotta look after camp while you go off and have adventures.”

      “Fighting to the death wasn’t exactly what I had in mind when I signed up for this adventure.”

      “Sure, but someone’s gotta do it. Just think of all the hot girls you’re gonna get. That’s almost worth it.”

      Trigg shrugged. “Maybe. Can you promise me one thing?”

      “Sure, buda. Whatever you need.”

      “If my sister turns up, don’t let her do anything stupid. I’d hate for . . .” Trigg trailed off and patted his pack pony.

      “Sure thing, buda. Don’t worry about it. I’ll handle it.”

      “Thanks.”

      Just then Murdoch and Barnabus finished up their discussion. Trigg could tell from the tilt of his wings, slightly more extended than usual, that Barnabus was upset. Whatever they’d been discussing, Barnabus was on the losing end. What did he expect, though, when arguing with the camp’s commander.

      “Saddle it up,” Murdoch yelled and then crawled up onto a pony-sized raken. If it’d been anyone else on the saddle, the image would have been comical. But with Murdoch’s spiky armor and the creature’s sharp teeth, they looked dangerous. Trigg followed suit, pulling himself onto his horse. Murdoch waved him up to the front of the line.

      “Guess that’s my cue,” Trigg told Cole and maneuvered the horse’s reins.

      “May your nights be long and the stars guide your path.”

      “And may your path be, uh, good, too,” Trigg responded, not wanting to insult his friend, but forgetting what he was supposed to say.

      Cole snorted. “Don’t die, okay?”

      “That is the goal,” Trigg said. “But if I do, I’ll come back and haunt you.” He winked at his friend who laughed back, not realizing Trigg was serious. Because of his deal with Ryan, he would come back.

      As Trigg maneuvered his pony to the front of the caravan, he caught Barnabus’s eye and gave him a wave. Barnabus raised his fist in a salute. A sense of regret washed over Trigg. He wished he would have had a moment to say goodbye to Barnabus. The gargoyle had helped him so much since he came to this world. The caravan was moving through the front gate, and he had to go. Trigg tapped his heels to his mount and fell in line behind Murdoch’s raken as it trotted through the city gate.

      Fauns lined up and saluted with a small crowd gathered behind them. A few cheers reached Trigg’s ears and then they were beyond the walls and galloping through the grassy fields that surrounded the city. This time, instead of following the path to the sleeper fields, Murdoch turned right onto a dirt path Trigg hadn’t noticed before. After a couple of uneventful hours, it snaked into the Forsaken Forest.

      The trees reminded Trigg of the sequoias from Earth. Their trunks were larger around than anything he’d ever seen. The branches overhead were so tightly interlaced, they formed a dense canopy that let little light in. Because of this, firefly creatures hovered above the forest floor—carpeted with pine needles and spindly undergrowth—throughout the day. Their lights blinked like will-o’-the-wisps.

      After a few more hours, the caravan stopped for lunch in a large clearing. A fire ring in the middle made it obvious it was a common stopping point. Tatiana started a fire, and the group huddled around it, eating their trail mix and hard tack that tasted like stale graham crackers. Most of the soldiers’ conversations revolved around their excitement of getting to go home and see their families and loved ones. During a lull in the conversation, Trigg asked Tatiana how long it would take to reach Nightmare City.

      “Assuming nothing too exciting happens to delay us, we should arrive the morning of our seventh day,” the faun replied.

      “Pray to the gates that we don’t encounter anything too interesting,” Murdoch commented, sitting down on the other side of Trigg. The goblin began chewing on a chunk of jerky, his sharp teeth easily tearing the tough meat.

      “Doubt we’ll get that lucky, Commander,” Tatiana replied.

      Another soldier chimed in, “Past twenty years, I don’t remember a time when it took less than nine days to arrive.”

      “Stupid sprites and wispies causing trouble,” another one spat.

      “What are those?” Trigg asked. “When we came from the sleeper fields, we got stopped by something Barnabus called a lurk. He took care of it, but I remember seeing sticky black blood when he came back. It stank something fierce.”

      “Nothing as serious as a lurk. Nasty creatures that suck your soul if you let them get too close,” the soldier replied. “Wispies are just annoying spirits that play jokes on travelers. They make the path disappear into the woods or cause it to loop back around on itself.”

      “Harmless enough tricks, except when they’re not,” Tatiana said. “When I was a wo’ken, my first squad lost a soldier before I joined it because he followed a sprite into the sinking sand while out on patrol.”

      She looked glum.

      “I remember that incident,” Murdoch responded. “About ten years ago. That imp from Sector 1.” Tatiana nodded, but Murdoch kept going. “If he’d done what he was told and remembered to wear his anchoring stone, we would have been able to pull him out.” He sneered and took the last bite of his jerky. “Idiot,” he added under his breath. “Okay, time to get moving again. Pack up. Anyone not wearing their stone will get left when they do fall into the sand.”
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        * * *

      

      For the next three days, the caravan moved through the forest without much occurrence. At first, Trigg couldn’t stop looking at everything. The gigantic trees. The fireflies. The daring red beetles that gleamed like rubies and crawled on his sneakers when he sat too still during their lunch stops. At night, after dinner, Trigg would care for the dream mite larvae. First, he’d help Tatiana unload the vessels they were stored in off the packhorses. While she’d rub the horses down for the night, Trigg would mix the larvae’s food. Then, he’d pour the mixture of sugar and water into the ceramic vessels. It wasn’t exactly his job, but as the junior member of the caravan, it’d become his unspoken duty. Trigg didn’t mind. No one besides Tatiana and Murdoch spoke to him. As the candidate, he was an outsider. Why make friends with someone who was most likely going to die? The dream mites and their larvae didn’t act like he was different. By the third day, the larvae began squeaking when they saw him and swirled around in their containers with excitement.

      The first time they’d reacted that way, Tatiana—who was a dozen feet away caring for the packhorses—started with surprise. “What was that?” she demanded, looking along the forest edge. Her furry hand gripped the sword hilt buckled at her waist.

      Trigg grinned, a pleased feeling spreading through him. “It’s the dream mite larvae. They’re excited to get their food.”

      Tatiana stopped brushing and walked to Trigg. She wrinkled her nose as she peered over his shoulder at the mites.

      “You think they like you,” she said simply.

      A pleased feeling spread through Trigg. “Maybe. Do you think so?”

      “Why would I know?” She stepped back and repositioned the collar of her red coat. “They’re glowing blue and spinning circles in there. I’ve never seen them do that before.”

      “I thought it was just what happened when they ate, but it would be cool if they liked me.”

      “Don’t go thinking it’s all about you.” She rolled her eyes and then cursed under her breath. “Typical wo’ken. It’s probably the food,” she said louder. “I’ve never had to feed baby mites before. I had a dog one time that would whine and jump the closer it got to her dinner time. That’s probably what’s happening.”

      “True,” Trigg conceded, but secretly he still felt pleased. He sang a low note and sent a weave of raw magic into the larvae. They glowed an even brighter blue. He dumped the sugar water paste into the ceramic containers, and the larvae turned violet as the liquid mixed with the grayish ooze.

      “What will happen to them when we reach Nightmare City?”

      “We’ll hand them off to the head of the guard at the palace. Then once they mature, he’ll see about them being added to whatever walls in the city need the fortification,” Tatiana replied.

      “Hmm. That’s interesting.”

      Tatiana looked at him sideways. “You’ll probably go with them, you know.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re the camp’s candidate. The candidates are always put under guard. You know, the whole fighting-to-the-death thing.” She smirked. “Half the fun of the tournament is watching the cowards run.”

      “Huh.” Trigg nodded. He bristled at her thinly veiled insult but kept his cool. “I’m going to avenge my sister.”

      “Even now? When it’s possible she’s still alive and with the United?”

      “How do you know about that?”

      Tatiana laughed. “Everyone knows that. Keeping secrets in a world of dreams is almost impossible.”

      “Do you always eavesdrop on your boss’s meetings?”

      “Where would be the fun in not?”

      She had a point. “So what else do you know?”

      “I’ve already said enough.” She nodded in Murdoch’s direction. “If I were you, wo’ken, I’d be asking some hard questions of that one over there.”

      “Great,” huffed Trigg. “That’s exactly what I want to do.”

      Tatiana shrugged. “It’s your funeral.” Then she added with a mischievous grin, “But as you did say the other day, maybe we’ll see you again just like Cletus.”
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      Terryn decided to sneak back to Trigg’s room during prayer time. It was a Sunday evening tradition at the home. Sister Rachel and another nun named Sister Elizabeth passed out prayer cards and pictures of missionaries, politicians, and the pope. Everyone then partnered up to spend the next thirty minutes in prayer.

      “Can you keep a secret?” Terryn asked when she and Keegan had settled on the woven rug behind the couch.

      “Of course,” Keegan whispered. Her dark eyes sparkled. “Tell me!”

      “I haven’t taken my medicine since Friday night.”

      “Oh, Terryn! You can’t do that—then you won’t get better!” she cried, worry adding a lilt in her low voice.

      Terryn leaned closer, her cards fanned out like a poker hand. “That’s just the thing. I actually feel better. The best I’ve felt in the past two weeks.”

      “Are you sure? What if that’s just the sch . . .” Keegan looked embarrassed. “Just in your head?”

      “It’s not and I need your help to prove it. You’re not sick, so Sister Rachel will believe you if you tell her that you saw something, too.” Terryn gripped Keegan’s upper arm. “That will prove it’s not just in my head.”

      “I’ll help, of course.” She pulled away from Terryn’s grip and massaged her arm.

      “Thank you,” Terryn said. “I need to show you something in the boys’ room. If we go now, while everyone is praying, we can still get back before we’re missed.”

      Keegan nodded, but her expression became guarded. “Does this have to do with your imaginary brother?” Her tone was firm.

      Terryn bit her tongue to keep herself from correcting Keegan. That wouldn’t help her case. “I think I have a way to prove to you that he existed—still exists.”

      If Keegan saw the flickers, then Terryn would know for sure that she wasn’t crazy. And then, she’d also confirm another suspicion she had. One that hurt too much to admit to herself about Ryan.

      Sister Rachel’s voice drifted across the room. “I hear way too much chatter and not enough Hail Marys. Please focus on your duty, children. Your prayers matter.”

      Keegan gave the nuns a sideways glance and then whispered, “Terryn, you better not get us in trouble! My family visit is only a few days away!”

      “Nothing bad will happen. Just come look at this thing,” Terryn whispered back. “If you can’t see what I see, then I promise I’ll never mention him again.”

      Keegan searched her face with narrowed eyes. “Promise?”

      “Promise.”

      Terryn beckoned to her friend and then crawled on her hands and knees. She let out a relieved breath when she turned the corner into the hall and saw Keegan following.

      The boys’ room wasn’t much different from before. Trigg’s old bed was still empty. A white plastic sheet covered the mattress. Dust covered the dresser mirror. Terryn could see both her reflection and Keegan’s in its light.

      “I sure hope you know what you’re doing,” her friend said.

      Terryn sucked in a deep breath and splayed her arms in a circle above her head. Then, she exhaled and unfolded her arms until they were outstretched on either side of her. She closed her eyes to block out the skepticism she saw in Keegan’s reflection.

      I got this, she told herself. She took another breath and repeated the circle motion with her arms. The movement helped dispel the embarrassment that threatened her confidence. This time, she held her hands above her head, like a quasi-yoga pose. Her heart rate slowed. The familiar sense of peace washed over her. She grabbed Keegan’s hand, hoping the contact would increase the chance that she’d see the magic, too.

      Terryn focused on remembering every memory she could about Trigg. Not just the good but the bad ones and sad ones and scary ones. Trigg twisting in his St. Louis Blues blanket during a night terror. Eating snow cones with Ryan the last weekend of the summer. Fighting over whose turn it was to play the Xbox. The night they returned from their foster home after Trigg had broken their then-foster brother’s arm. The shared emptiness of rejection.

      Time froze. Outside the window, a robin slowed, its wings in mid-flight, as if the air around it turned to jelly and then hardened its outstretched feathers. The golden rays of sunset solidified into beams from window to floor.

      The room flickered. Trigg’s things reappeared and disappeared. Another flicker. This time they stayed.

      Keegan gasped and let go of Terryn’s hand.

      She walked to the mirror and touched it. Neither of their reflections showed on its reflective surface. Unable to tear her eyes away from the empty mirror, Keegan asked, “What have you done?”

      Terryn went to the bed and touched Trigg’s blanket. “I don’t know, but if you can see it, too, then it proves I’m not imagining things.”

      A dry laugh caught in Keegan’s throat. “Yeah, or both of us are.”

      “No, Keegan. This proves it. We’re not. I went to another dimension, a dream world, and that is where Trigg is. Something about him being there makes everyone here in this dimension forget him.”

      “But you didn’t?”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      “Why not?”

      Terryn shrugged. “Because he’s my brother? My only family? Maybe there’s something about my brain that wouldn’t let me forget him. Or maybe because I’ve already crossed the dimensions? Or maybe . . .”

      “Or maybe,” Keegan interrupted, holding up her hand for Terryn to stop, “this is all insane. And it’s still in your head.”

      “What do you mean? If it’s all in my head, how come both of our reflections are missing? How come there’s a bird frozen in midair outside the window?”

      Keegan shook her head. “I don’t know, Terryn, but there has to be some reasonable explanation. A painting of exactly what the mirror reflects so no one sees their image or some holographic projection of some sort. Birds don’t just freeze, and people don’t just disappear into thin air.” She stalked to the door.

      “Wait, I know this is hard to accept,” Terryn pleaded. “But you’ve got to believe me.”

      Keegan paused, her hand on the doorknob. She glanced over her shoulder. “Terryn, I don’t know what’s happened here, but I can’t get messed up in it. I have a home waiting for me. A new mom and dad and maybe even my first puppy. A new chance to start over. I’m sorry, but whatever this is, whatever you’re mixed up in, I won’t let it ruin my chance.”

      She opened the door. The robin alighted on the tree branch. It ruffled its feathers and chirped. Keegan’s reflection walked out of the room.

      “I’m sorry.”

      The cover crinkled as Terryn sank on Trigg’s mattress. The room displayed no more signs of her brother. She should have felt glad. Keegan had seen all of Trigg’s things appear. She’d seen time stop and the weird way the light had acted. That alone proved that something was happening. Something unexplainable. And that meant everything she’d experienced in Imperious Nox was true. It hadn’t been a dream.

      Yet, she hadn’t expected this pain and sadness burning in her chest when Keegan left. She’d hoped her friend would understand. Would validate that she wasn’t crazy to Sister Rachel and the others. The sting of rejection ripped through her and gave way to anger.

      What had Terryn expected, really? She couldn’t ask Keegan to do something that could jeopardize her own future. Yet, Keegan could have at least stayed. Or not walked out so fast.

      A footfall at the door made her look up. She expected to see Keegan, but instead, Ryan stood there. Hands in his pockets, he leaned against the doorframe. He cocked his head sideways and beamed until his eyes crinkled.

      “Hey you. Can I come in?”

      Something in his eyes sent alarm rippling down her spine. It mixed with tension that tingled on her lips as she remembered what had happened between them the last time they were in this room together. Terryn wanted him to come closer and give her a hug. Before, when he remembered Trigg, when Trigg had been sick, he’d offered an escape. A hot one. He had been her confidant. But they’d never been more than friends. Now, in this version of whatever reality this was, their relationship felt more serious. Yet, less real.

      Terryn rubbed her jeans and then stood. Her second suspicion confirmed with his appearance.

      “No, I was just leaving.” She pushed past him into the hallway before the urge to fall into his arms overcame her better judgment. He followed.

      “What were you doing in there?”

      “Nothing. I live here. What are you doing here?” Terryn frowned. It seemed odd that Ryan was allowed so much free reign at the Children’s Home. She didn’t remember him being around this much before.

      “Sister Rachel invited me for prayer time.”

      “Then we should get back there.” Sister Rachel who has the possessed eyes invited you. That’s heart-warming, Terryn thought.

      “Are you okay?” Ryan reached for her hand. “You’re not having an episode?”

      “No.” Terryn shoved her hands into the pockets of her hoodie. “Just a test. To see if I could handle it.”

      “And?” Ryan bumped her shoulder as they walked past the common room. He grinned at her. She grinned back but felt numb inside.

      “I’m good at handling things.”

      Ryan winked. “I’ll say so.”

      As they moved, she scanned the common area, looking for Keegan. Sister Rachel sat at the kitchen table, her devotion books spread around her. Ruby and Lilly sat on either side bent over their open Children’s Bibles. A few kids sat around the TV, taking turns on the Xbox. Keegan sat on the couch, pretending she was watching the game. She didn’t turn as they passed.

      As soon as they disappeared from view farther down the girls’ hall, next to the bathroom, Ryan grabbed her hand. He spun her to the wall.

      Terryn closed her eyes as his lips brushed hers. His hands against the curves of her waist sent alarm bells ringing in the back of her head. The Ryan she knew from before wouldn’t be doing this. That Ryan understood how much Trigg meant to her. Had listened to her when she was upset after Trigg’s doctor visits, the specialists, and tests. She missed that Ryan. The one who just listened. Where had he gone? Where had she gone?

      Terryn gently pushed him away.

      She needed time to sort through . . . all the things.

      Their breaths mingled with the tension in the space between them. Ryan’s dark eyes bore into hers. As if he could read her thoughts. Energy sparked between them. Yet, this was all a lie. It wasn’t the life she had chosen.

      “Terryn? Ryan?” Sister Rachel called from the common area, dousing them both in figurative cold water. “What are you two doing?”

      Ryan smiled and stepped away from her.

      With a raised voice, he called back, “Terryn’s in the bathroom. She said something about needing to take her medicine.”

      “Come back in here when she’s done. We need to be able to see you both.”

      “Yes, Sister.”

      Without a word, Terryn slipped through the bathroom door and shut it behind her. She braced herself on the sink as her heart hammered in her chest. She looked at her reflection, thankful to see it was there.

      She studied the red splotches covering her pale cheeks. A knock at the door disrupted her thoughts. “Ter, are you okay in there?”

      “Yeah, just a minute.” She snapped open the medicine cabinet and loudly shuffled around the shelves as if she were looking for a few items. She hoped Ryan would hear the noise through the door.

      Grabbing the orange prescription bottle from the top shelf, she closed the mirror. She squeezed opened the childproof lid, making the Tylenol pills rustle inside. Ryan opened the door, and with a yelp, Terryn dropped the bottle. The pills spilled into the sink and a few rattled down the drain.

      “Oh no!” Terryn gasped and quickly caught the rest before they disappeared. She wasn’t worried so much about losing them as she was about Ryan realizing they were the wrong pills.

      “I brought you this,” Ryan said. He held a glass of water.

      “Um, thanks.” Terryn quickly shoved the remaining pills into the bottle. Opening the mirror, she set the bottle onto the shelf. When she closed the cabinet, Ryan’s reflection smiled down at her.

      She bit back a scream of frustration. Why couldn’t he leave her alone? Her skin crawled. She just needed a hot minute to herself.

      “Did you forget something?” Ryan snaked his free arm around her waist and whispered in her ear while looking at their reflection.

      Terryn creased her eyebrows in a panic. Had he noticed the pills were swapped?

      He held up the water glass.

      “Oh! Right!” Terryn exclaimed. She gave a nervous giggle. “How could I forget?” She opened the cabinet again, poured two of the pills into her hand, then returned the bottle to the shelf. His nut-brown eyes bore down on her.

      “I’m glad you’re taking this seriously, Ter,” Ryan murmured as she closed the cabinet. “You mean a lot to us.”

      A shadow flickered over his eyes as if someone had turned off his soul with a light switch. She blinked. Surely, she hadn’t seen that right. Popping the pills into her mouth, she chugged the water to chase them down. The action gave her a moment to think.

      She set the glass down and narrowed her eyes at him in the mirror. “What do you mean ‘us’?”

      Half a smile quirked the corner of his mouth. “Me, Sister Rachel, and the others. But especially me.” He nuzzled her neck. His russet curly hair tickled her ear. Gently, she untangled herself from his grip and grabbed the empty glass. Her stomach churned with apprehension. First Sister Rachel and now him?

      How could she get away without seeming like she was getting away?

      She tapped his nose and gave him what she hoped looked like a playful smile. “You’re too cute.” Then she sashayed down the hall, not bothering to look behind her. She expected him to follow.

      Her heart ached. She didn’t doubt that he did care. But for the first time, she realized that she needed to figure out why. She suspected the answer might not be what she expected.

      Ryan had appeared after the first time Trigg’s room flickered. Maybe once could be a coincidence. But just now, he’d appeared again. Almost as soon as Keegan left. Before, he’d rarely even been allowed inside the Children’s Home. Yet, now he was.

      Something more was definitely going on, and she needed to figure out what. Otherwise, she might not be able to leave. To find Trigg. To find their mother.

      She deserved a chance at having a family, too.
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      “You need to focus more,” Murdoch grumbled as Trigg’s weaves vanished yet again. “What have you been learning the past few months?”

      The green goblin’s normally red spots had turned purple from frustration. It was after dinner, two nights since Trigg’s conversation with Tatiana. The caravan was camped in another clearing with the odd fireflies blinking around them in the deepening shadows of the tall redwoods.

      “Other stuff, sir,” Trigg muttered. The two of them stood a safe distance from the clearing so an errant spell didn’t hurt any of the other soldiers. They were still close enough that Tatiana could come save Murdoch if Trigg’s magic went haywire. Trigg wiped a stream of cold sweat trickling down his neck. The nights in the Forsaken Forest on Imperious Nox were cold and windy, just like the October weather back on Earth. He heaved a deep breath, sending out a puff of crystalized air.

      “Like disobeying orders and sword-fighting?” Murdoch taunted.

      Trigg kept his mouth shut and focused. He sang a low note, and a ball of faint light wavered into existence an inch or two above his palm.

      “That is the first spell every wo’ken learns, and you can’t even do that right,” Murdoch huffed. He rubbed his eyes, his long yellow fingernails glinting in the firelight that reached them yards away. “You have to do better than that if you’re going to survive—let alone win—the tournament.”

      Trigg’s temper flared. The ball of light brightened.

      “Ahh, so the Son of Earth has some backbone after all.” Murdoch’s crocodile eyes glinted with amusement.

      “I don’t understand why I even have to fight in this stupid tournament,” Trigg snapped. His fingers itched to unsheathe his sword and start hitting something with it. Unfortunately, they were surrounded by trees and undergrowth that would dull his blade. “If I die, what use am I? Why even bother training me?”

      “Because it is the queen’s order. Plus, the prestige and gold won by the winning battalion makes the risk more than adequate.” The goblin gave Trigg an evil smile filled with jagged teeth. “Now, less whining and more focusing. See if you can hit me with that lousy excuse for a spell.”

      Trigg focused his frustration into the light hovering above his hand. When it seemed as if it wouldn’t grow any brighter, he hurled it at the goblin. Murdoch raised an eyebrow and lifted one finger. The ball extinguished four feet from him.

      A screech of frustration ripped from Trigg. “I am so dead!”

      Murdoch examined his nails. “You have nothing to worry about, Earth boy. Everything’s going to be fine.”

      “Yeah, right.” Trigg scoffed. “I have nothing to worry about unless I accidentally get my head chopped off or make a fool of myself in front of the entire capital.”

      “Right. There is that. Revealing oneself as an idiot is always something to be feared. But I find that less talking and more fighting resolves that little conundrum.”

      “As long as my opponent doesn’t blast me to pieces,” Trigg muttered.

      “I was being serious.” Murdoch leveled his eyes at Trigg. “A few weeks ago, I received the official notice for the tournament—says only the final battle is to the death. Marked with the queen’s official seal as they were, the notice would have gone to all the battalions, so you have to worry about dying in one fight.”

      “Oh great. Instead of certain death in three battles, I only have to worry about it in one.” Trigg focused his attention and tried to generate a weave of light, but his irritation ruined his concentration. He huffed.

      “Keep working on your focus weaves, Earth boy. The magic will come.” The goblin waved Trigg over to him. “What should worry you more is why the queen has changed the rules this year.”

      “What do you mean?”  The two of them began walking back through the forest to camp.

      “I’ve been a soldier in the Divided Army for more than three hundred years, one hundred of that a commander, and do you want to guess how many times an order like that has crossed my proverbial desk?”

      Trigg shrugged.

      Murdoch connected his pointer finger and thumb into a circle. “A big nada. That’s what.”

      “So?”

      “So? My dear, insolent, indifferent boy. Spoken like a true teenager. It means her son Ephialtes is probably entering the tournament.”

      “And she’s giving him an advantage?”

      Murdoch shrugged in agreement.

      “Great,” Trigg groaned. “He’s probably been training for this since before he could walk. I’m doomed. Should I even ask what his magic power is?”

      “His magic is related to controlling animals.”

      “That doesn’t sound too bad,” Trigg said. He narrowed his eyes at Murdoch. “What’s the catch?”

      “It’s only one specific kind of animal…drakkons.” Glee glinted in the goblin’s eyes.

      “Oh no!” moaned Trigg. Despair coursed through him. “Not another drakkon. I hate drakkons.”

      “His is a red drakkon, twice as big as the black drakkon. Plus it breathes fire.”

      “Of course, it does. I should just quit now. If, by some miracle, I don’t get burnt to a crisp first, I’ll get crushed. Why did you even pick me to be your candidate?”

      “That is a good question. Now that you mention it. This whole business about naming you candidate hasn’t exactly worked in my favor either.”

      “Finally, something we agree on.”

      Murdoch nodded. “Let’s get this straight. I’m not saying that I’d go back and change anything. You and your sister were both wo’ken, but you should have been unable to weave that bond between you. That you were able to, is curious . . .” He shot Trigg a sideways glance. “But based on your current magical track record, you had no clue. Now, Barnabus should have known better.” Murdoch set his jaw as if trying to control his frustration, but it still seeped into his tone. “He should have recognized the bond existed and prevented it from being severed.” He released a stinky breath and waved his wrinkled, clawed hand. “But no use crying over spilled gritzleheium. There was no other good option besides sending you off to train for the tournament. Much as I disliked it. Especially now as I’ve gotten to know you better.”

      “Thanks? I guess.”

      “You’d make a fine soldier, once you puzzle out your magic trouble. Never enough of those around. Too many wide-eyed imps and sylphs from Sector 1, and the brownies in Sector 2 are next to useless. No, give me more humans and goblins and lizard soldiers anytime. Even fauns. At least they’re strong enough to wield regular-sized swords.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment. I think.” Trigg wasn’t sure where Murdoch was going with the speech, but something he’d said piqued his curiosity. “You reinstated Barnabus, so was there another option for me? To making me the candidate?”

      “Sending myself.”

      Trigg’s heart skipped a beat, and anger heated his tone. “You mean you could have named yourself?”

      “Oh yeah. Not unusual at all. Many hoard commanders do once they’ve reached my level. Becoming a hoard general is as high as you can go—unless you want to become the Queen’s Champion and lead the entire army.”

      “Why wouldn’t you do that then?”

      “I like to keep my head attached to my neck. Especially since a convenient alternative presented itself.”

      Trigg seethed. “That’s pretty sleazy.”

      Murdoch shrugged and took a drink from a flask on his belt. He reattached it and burped. “What do you expect? I’m a goblin.”
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      Back in the common area, Terryn plopped on the couch near Keegan. She smiled at her friend to show she had no hard feelings. Keegan gave her a small smile but looked away. With a sigh, Terryn picked a Harry Potter book from the shelf and pretended to read. Ryan settled down on the rug with the boys playing Xbox. Their happy yells at the screen or bickering at each other contrasted with the worry Terryn felt.

      Right now, she felt fine. This moment felt real. Not exactly the picture-perfect scene of a nuclear family, but it was something.

      Yet, if this were real, then what had happened to Sister Rachel’s eyes this afternoon? Or the cold feeling she had when Ryan touched her in Trigg’s room? Keegan had at least seen that her reflection was missing.

      And then there was the golden vision she’d had earlier this week. The first time she’d gone to Trigg’s room. Then again while kickboxing.

      She could almost accept that she was sick, that everything that had happened to her in Imperious Nox was some illusion—the vision of Derrik and her blonde-haired mother abandoning them at the Children’s Home, the zen’nacht, saving Derrik and leaving, weaving the bubble shield to travel the dream stream.

      She could almost believe that had been one grand hallucination caused by schizophrenia. The Porta Septimi visiting her in the Between and offering her a place with them. Especially that part seemed like a fantastic dream. Except her memories of them were so vivid. And every day she didn’t take the medicine, she remembered more.

      The fact that Sister Rachel and Ryan were nagging her about it made their behavior more suspicious. It was like they knew about the dream dimensions and were trying to keep her from going there. But if that was the case, then why not just say that? That couldn’t be it. Maybe there was a more sinister reason. What if they weren’t themselves? That did seem to fit better, but Terryn was loath to believe it. She didn’t want to think bad about them.

      People just change sometimes—and not necessarily for the better.

      The old Sister Rachel had been more giving. When Trigg got sick, she’d immediately scheduled a doctor’s appointment. She’d been there for Terryn, ready to listen, ready to help—even more than making a meal or giving rides to appointments. She’d leave candy on their seats or stop by the library on the way home so Terryn could check out a new book. She didn’t have to do all that. There were other kids at the home, but Sister Rachel had always given Trigg, and by extension herself, more attention.

      That attention was lacking. It was like she was behaving how she would if Trigg had never existed. Trigg had always been more outgoing between the two of them. While neither of them were popular, he always had more friends than her. She’d been regulated to being cool by association, but never cool enough on her own.

      She’d lived in his shadow but never really admitted it to herself before like this. Acknowledging it now made her wonder what it would be like to live a life of her own choosing—without Trigg. What if she didn’t go back to Imperious Nox? Wasn’t that what he wanted her to do in the first place?

      The thought stopped her. If she didn’t want to go back, did that mean she accepted that the other dimensions were real?

      Terryn pressed her lips together in consideration. Definitely.

      Why should she go back?

      Was she trying to prove something?

      No. Her vision had shown her Trigg was going to need her, and that was enough. She wanted to tell him that she’d found their dad. And then together, they could find their mom.

      That would be their chance at a family.

      But first she had to figure out how to get back and how to reach him before her vision became a reality. If she was even allowed to enter Imperious Nox without being wo’ken. That was why De’nah Deborah had sent her to the Between. After she’d been healed from Trigg’s poorly woven bonding spell—what she’d called the twin tug.

      If only she could weave a spell like that and find Trigg again. Without the side effect of debilitating pain.

      She sucked in a breath at the memory of Trigg going through the portal. The way her insides ripped apart. She let out a deep breath.

      A hand touched her knee.

      “Earth to Terryn? You okay?”

      Ryan sat on the floor and looked up at her. His dark bangs fell across his forehead. They needed trimming. Terryn realized she’d been staring at the first pages of the book but not reading. She forced a smile. “Yeah, sorry, Harry Potter is a bit triggering.”

      She dropped the book on the end table and glanced at the clock. Only 8 p.m. Over at the dining table, Sister Rachel picked up the devotion books.

      “Girls, it’s time to brush your teeth,” she told Ruby and Lilly. The girls whined about not being tired, but a raised eyebrow from the nun sent them scurrying down the girls’ hallway into the bathroom. Terryn could hear them scooting the stool to the sink.

      “Boys, you’ve got thirty more minutes and then it’s your turn,” Sister Rachel warned.

      “Yes, ma’am,” said Tyrell, always the polite one. The others spared her a glance and then went back to playing.

      Sister Rachel stacked the books on a shelf in the corner between the kitchen and dining room. Then she headed toward the little girls’ room, where she’d help them into their nightgowns and then read them a bedtime Bible story. She’d done the same for Terryn and Keegan when they were younger.

      “That goes for you, too, Ryan,” Sister Rachel said, pausing a moment before the hallway. “I expect that you’ll be gone when I get back. Terryn and Keegan may be older, but it’s a school night. Plus, Terryn needs her rest.”

      For a second, Terryn thought Sister Rachel had given Ryan a knowing look. Was there something going on between them? Something that was about her?

      “Yes, ma’am.” He stood. “It’s time for me to leave anyway. My mom will be wondering where I am.” Turning to Terryn with a half bow that reminded her of a sappy Prince Charming move, he extended his hand. “Walk me out?”

      Keegan giggled, but Terryn couldn’t find it in her to laugh.

      She stood without his help. She tapped his nose again. “Of course, cute boy. Let’s go.”

      “Just to the door!” Sister Rachel called after them as Terryn led Ryan to the back porch. “And no hokey pokey.”

      A chorus of “Ewwhs” echoed forth from the boys. Keegan laughed outright this time.

      “Yeah, he wishes,” Terryn said, giving a wink to the boys who gave her proud grins.

      Terryn swung open the kitchen door and propped open the screen door with her other hand. She turned and almost bumped into Ryan who stood in her blind spot, desire burning in his nut-brown eyes. Unlike before, her heart rate stayed steady.

      He ran a finger along her jawline. Then, angling her chin toward him, he gave her one gentle kiss. Electricity zipped between them again, but this time Terryn was prepared. She recognized it for what it was: teenage hormones.

      She pushed his face from hers. “Good night, cute boy. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Ryan puckered his lip like he was going to protest, but he let it go. He gave a slight bow, continuing the charming prince charade, and quipped, “Good night, sweet girl. Don’t let my dreams bite.”

      Terryn stiffened. “What did you say?” Trigg had always said that to her after his night terrors.

      Ryan pecked her on the cheek. “Nothing important. See you tomorrow.”

      “See ya.”

      Terryn frowned as she watched Ryan cross the lighted parking lot and slip through the wrought iron gate that marked the end of the yard. Perhaps he wasn’t being Prince Charming but more of a dark prince. He disappeared into the shadows of the woods down the path that led to his house.

      What he’d said had been her and Trigg’s special good night. No one else, not even Ryan, would have known that. But what would have made him say that?

      The cool autumn air brushed her face. No use worrying about it now. She was probably overthinking it. She took a couple of deep breaths, forcing herself to appreciate the crisp breeze that rustled the leaves. Overhead a scattering of faint stars shimmered against the black sky. She allowed herself to wonder briefly if any of them were the planets where Ne’Tasha or Helo were from.

      Was there someone on those planets looking up at their sky and wondering the same things? Wondering where they belonged? Wanting to fit in but not feeling like anyone understood exactly who they were?

      She wished Helo or Ne’Tasha were here right now. She could use a real friend.

      Shaking herself, Terryn closed the door and turned the deadbolt. The kitchen lights felt too bright and fake. She started the dishwasher, flipped the magnet to “clean,” and then, as the hum of the appliance started up, she flicked the kitchen lights off.

      Back in the common room, Keegan was gone, but the boys still played their game.

      “Boys, you’ve got fifteen more minutes,” Terryn reminded them.

      “Uh-huh,” Tyrell said without taking his attention from the TV as he mashed buttons.

      “Whatever, you’re not our mom,” said Jerome.

      Another boy, named Ronin, shoved him. “Don’t talk to her like that.”

      Terryn smiled and continued down the hall. In the bathroom, she found Keegan brushing her teeth. Opposite her room, Sister Rachel sat in a chair between Lilly’s and Ruby’s beds reading them the story of Joseph’s coat of many colors. It was Ruby’s favorite story because she loved rainbows. Terryn had liked it, too, when she was younger—not for the coat, but because she’d always wished she could have had more brothers like Trigg. Twelve had seemed a good number to wish for. And really, she had gotten that wish in a way, if she counted the boys still hooting and hollering in the common area.

      In her room, she changed into a pair of cotton shorts and an old T-shirt. Then, she crossed paths with Keegan, who averted her gaze as she headed to the bathroom. Once Terryn finished drying her face, Sister Rachel knocked on the doorframe.

      “How’s it going?” the nun asked.

      “Great,” Terryn responded automatically. Sister Rachel’s eyes flicked to the medicine cabinet. Terryn gave an exaggerated sigh. “Yes, I already took my dose tonight.”

      “Let me see.”

      Terryn rolled her eyes, but her heart started beating. Keeping her hand steady, Terryn clicked open the cabinet—under Sister Rachel’s watchful eye—and withdrew the prescription bottle.

      “Give them here please.” Sister Rachel held out her hand. Wordlessly, Terryn dropped the bottle in her palm. Fear choked her throat. Oh, please no! She is going to find out!

      Sister Rachel unscrewed the lid and dumped the pills into her hand. She sorted them into piles of two, counting silently. Then she twisted the bottle in her other hand until her thumbnail reached the words “Quantity: 60.” Seemingly satisfied, she dumped the pills back into the bottle and reached around Terryn to return them to the cabinet.

      “I’m so glad to see my trust in you was not misplaced, Terryn,” said Sister Rachel as Terryn shut the mirrored door. “There are so many people who care about you. We want the best for you.”

      She squeezed Terryn’s shoulder. Her touch felt alien. The Sister Rachel that Terryn knew would have wrapped her in a hug. Ice formed in Terryn’s heart when she realized how much she wished that Sister Rachel were here. Not this one, who seemed so distant, as if she were just doing her job. Terryn was careful to keep her dismay hidden from her expression.

      “Thank you, Sister.”

      Terryn stepped into the hall and then gave Sister Rachel the huge hug she should have been given. She buried her face in the nun’s shoulder, smelling her familiar clean scent. At least that was still the same.

      Sister Rachel stepped away and forced a smile. “That was sweet.”

      “I’m trying my hardest to get better. You mean the world to me.”

      “God loves you, Ter. Trust in him, and he will give you strength.”

      “Good night, Sister.”

      “Good night, child. Get some rest.”

      Terryn watched Sister Rachel stride down the girls’ hall and into the common area, where the boys still played. With much cajoling, she began herding the boys down their hallway. A pang of sadness pierced Terryn’s heart as she watched them scatter into their rooms and bathroom to get ready for bed. Trigg should have been with them.

      Sister Rachel had meant the world to Trigg, too.

      Terryn closed the bedroom door. Keegan was already tucked into her bed, her back facing the door.

      After what had happened earlier, Terryn wasn’t surprised, but it still hurt. She could have used a friend to help her figure out what was happening. She climbed into her own bed and snuggled into the covers.

      Without Trigg, it was like Sister Rachel had become a different person. As sleep came, she realized that, without Trigg, they all had changed—even her.
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        * * *

      

      Before Terryn opened her eyes, she smelled the dry, baked dirt. She sneezed. She rubbed her nose and opened her eyes. A metal platform gleamed beneath her feet. Gray mist eddied in silvery ribbons around her. Pillars of humanoid silhouettes surrounded her on their own platforms. Cracks covered the ground, as if it hadn’t rained in a season, then disappeared behind a misty wall a dozen paces out.

      Terryn’s ears felt on the verge of popping. The air was heavy and musty. The shapes rustled—cloth brushed on skin while the shapes swayed gently.

      Feeling exposed, she crouched. The metal disk felt cool to the touch. It was etched with nine galaxies, the last of which glowed. She traced its spiral pattern. Its raised edges bumped her fingertips. The Milky Way. But what were the other galaxies? What was so special about them? She didn’t think she’d been that inattentive in science class. Though, it wasn’t like she was in Kansas anymore.

      The platform. The mist. Those shadowy shapes would be sleepers. Definitely not Kansas, but perhaps Oz, in a way.

      What was this place? She could believe she was dreaming. Except she felt very much awake, very much aware. The last thing she remembered was falling asleep.

      With a start, Terryn realized she’d woken in a sleeper field. She was in Trigg’s dream.

      She’d made it to Imperious Nox. The place of Trigg’s night terrors.

      A subtle movement above her head, caught just out of the corner of her eye, was the only warning. She tucked and rolled onto the dirt. A long, thin tentacle of fog swished through the space above the platform where her head had been.

      Deep within the fog, an alarm blared. The clash of swords and the flash of explosions punctured the fog. A primal fear electrified her muscles and she ran. Driven by instinct. Driven by the limited memory of what Trigg had said about his night terrors.

      She pumped her arms and lifted her knees. Her cross-trainers easily gripped the dry ground. She didn’t know what she was running from, just that a gut feeling said she should. It was a night terror after all, and behind every silhouette and shifting mist billow, unknown danger lurked.

      Suddenly, she tripped, and her face hit the hard-packed ground. Pain spread through her neck and along her shoulder. She pushed herself to a sit and brushed away the dirt stuck to her hands and arms.

      A shadow fell across her. De’nah Deborah materialized from the fog and extended her hand.

      “The Daughter of Earth has wo’ken. Come. I’ve been waiting for you. There is much to discuss.”
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            Lighting Candles is Hard

          

        

      

    

    
      Trigg slouched at a wooden desk at the back of the room filled with ten other cadets of varying races. The morning light streamed through the windows. It had been nearly a week since he’d arrived in Nightmare City, and he was still no closer to controlling his magic. Because of that, he was stuck in this stupid room with the new recruits instead of being promoted to the rank of private like Cole.

      At the front of the stone room, the teacher, Lieutenant Captain Regan, demonstrated the spell for casting a small ball of light. Regan’s girth filled the majority of the front of the room. He was a dur’dalis—an earth golem—and one of the camp’s main healers. He believed in doing everything by the book so he organized his classes around the theory of magic and how the weaves harmonized together. When Trigg had joined, he’d been fairly far behind so Regan regulated him to the back with a ragged-looking textbook full of charts and frilly symbols. Trigg wanted to toss it out the window. This was such a waste of time. Terryn was out there somewhere, possibly in trouble, and he was cooped up in a stone fortress memorizing charts.

      Trigg kept his thoughts to himself, but he outwardly scowled.

      “Okay, class, just like before, I want you to practice weaving the light spell,” Regan said. The dur’dalis swished his open hand into a fist, making the glowing ball disappear. “Okay, now I want you all to begin practicing exactly what I just did,” he said. “I will come around to check on your progress.”

      Trigg slumped further in his chair. He did not want to do this. He was going to look like an idiot. Trigg had completely failed at casting this simple spell last week. It was frustrating to know he had cast more complex defensive spells before. Those had been in the moment, though. A life-and-death situation. It’d been more instinctive than intentional. This was different.

      The other students began waving their hands and humming the simple five-note progression to bring forth the light. A sylph in the front was the first to succeed. She squealed with delight. Turning toward her friend next to her, she proudly showed off a ball of purple light floating a few inches above her outstretched palm. Around her, other balls of light popped into existence.

      Groaning inwardly, Trigg opened his hand and hummed the spell. Nothing seemed to happen. The other cadets’ spells resonated with his heartbeat. He could have pointed to each of them with his eyes closed. No light of his own appeared. Only his hands grew warm as if he held them to a fire.

      That’s new, he thought. Encouraged, he performed the spell again. His hands grew warmer, but still no light. His body buzzed as if he’d chugged eight energy drinks. That had happened during the drakkon fight. He focused harder. As he completed the hand wave, he took a deep breath and belted out the notes.

      Concurrent pops exploded throughout the room as if ten balloons had burst at once. The lights went out. The balls of light and the lights humming in the ceiling above all disappeared. Shouts of surprise filled the room.

      “Okay, class. Calm down, calm down,” Regan said. His deep voice boomed over the chattering. “Just someone’s spell gone wrong. Is everyone okay?”

      A chorus of “Yes” came from the cadets. Regan squinted toward the back of the class.

      “Trigg? You okay back there?”

      Sweat dripped down Trigg’s face. His hands burned. They were actually glowing. He could feel the magic swelling inside of him, straining to be released. It sang to him, called to him, pushed him to act.

      He thrust his hands outward in a sweeping motion. Light burst from his palms in streams of rainbows.

      A collective gasp filled the room. The air sylph in the front shrieked and ducked behind her desk. Scared he was doing something wrong, Trigg released the energy, which returned to the ceiling lights in sparkling trails. Nine small balls of light zoomed around the room, above the students’ heads, their mouths hanging wide open. Then they flew through the open windows and disappeared outside.

      Ten pairs of eyes, including Regan’s, glared at him. The class erupted in chaos.

      “That’s enough,” Regan yelled above the noise. Everyone quieted. Regan looked around the room, daring anyone to speak. His gaze landed on Trigg.

      “You, stay here. Everyone else is dismissed.” Regan crossed his arms. He waited grimly as the class filed through the door.

      Trigg resisted the urge to shift in his chair. He felt guilty and angry. What did I do? I didn’t do anything dangerous. He was so sick and tired of this place. If he’d gone with Ryan, he’d at least be out there doing something, searching for Terryn. Once the last kid had left, a tiny wind sylph, Trigg jumped up from his chair.

      “I didn’t do anything wrong!”

      Regan held up a beefy hand made of dirt. “Quiet,” he demanded. “Follow me.”

      Trigg opened his mouth to protest.

      “No. Not another word.” Regan sang the words, and Trigg’s mouth snapped shut as if it had been glued. The dur’dalis had closed his mouth with magic.

      Fury clouded Trigg’s mind. How dare he!

      The next thing he knew, Regan had a firm hand on his shoulder and was escorting him down the hall. With each step, Trigg got madder and madder. His hands began to glow again. Once they left the hall and entered a large Gothic courtyard with arches supporting the mosaic ceiling, Trigg stopped resisting. Regan was taking him to the queen’s throne room. Murdoch would be there with her other hoard generals and court members.

      This stupid dur’dalis was dragging him to the commander of the entire camp because he took out some lights? He was getting in trouble for this? He’d only done what he’d been told to do. Hopefully, Murdoch agreed this was stupid.

      Tatiana, along with several other beings, stood guard at the entrance. When she caught sight of Lt. Captain Regan escorting Trigg up the red-carpeted entryway, she chuckled.

      “Well, well, well. Look what the raken dragged in,” she said once they got closer. Her eyes fell to Trigg’s lips. “I’d ask how you’re doing, but it looks like not much has changed. Still causing trouble.”

      Nudging the guard next to her, a lizard creature like Lemrick with black scaly skin, she said, “This is the cadet I was telling you about. The Second City champion, but the way things seem to be going, he’s not going to make it to the tourney.” She flashed an amused grin, which the lizard creature answered with one of its own.

      Trigg could only snort his annoyance and roll his eyes as Captain Regan dragged him through the open double doors. Tatiana and the other guards’ snickers followed Trigg inside.

      The laughter stung at his pride, making the entire situation feel even more humiliating. He would show them. He would show everyone when he won, he promised himself. Even if he wasn’t completely sure how, just yet.

      Inside the chamber, a large multicolored fire roared at the far end of the room. Wisps of defensive white magic curled up from the flames and spread embers around the room. A large stone throne, embedded with jewels, sat before the fire. In front of it, a large wooden table stretched lengthwise to the engraved double doors they’d just entered. Murdoch sat at the table talking to several officers. They all looked up when Trigg and Regan entered. Thankfully, the queen was not among them.

      “Captain Regan,” Murdoch said, rising as he spoke. The movement made it easier for Trigg to see the shorter goblin above the heads of the other commanders at the table. “This had better be good.” Murdoch flashed his sharp teeth.

      “Sir, yes sir. There was a development with the Earth boy that needs your immediate attention.”

      “Seeing as you’ve tongue-tied the boy, it seems as if you’ve handled the situation,” Murdoch replied dryly. “I’m not exactly sure what you need from me.”

      The other officers snickered. Between their snide looks and the demeaning tone of Lt. Regan’s voice, Trigg’s anger rekindled. Again, his hands warmed. The magic forcing his mouth closed called to him. He could feel it vibrating against his cheeks, sending tingles throughout his neck and down his spine. Taking a deep breath through his nose, he wiped his mouth with his hands. Regan’s binding spell absorbed into his fingers, warming them even more. He stretched his jaw. It was free. The binding spell’s magic glowed in his palms.

      Everyone, except Regan and Murdoch, wore shocked expressions. Trigg shook his hands, trying to extinguish the glow. Instead, silver magic shot from his palms toward the commanders. Trigg yelped with surprise and dove behind Regan. Murdoch waved his hand, and a white shield materialized. The weave ricocheted into the fireplace. Sparks of all different colors blossomed as the flames absorbed the magic.

      “Thank you, Captain Regan, for bringing this to my attention. It seems you have solved the puzzle of our newest cadet,” Murdoch drawled. He did not sound grateful. More annoyed, which made Trigg more annoyed, too. He poked his head out from behind the dur’dalis and glared at Murdoch. He may not have weaved the right spell, but he was doing something, wasn’t he? Wasn’t that progress?

      “I didn’t do anything wrong,” Trigg protested. “Just turned out the lights.”

      “And absorbed the lights the other nine students had cast,” Regan countered. He tilted his head at Murdoch as if to say, See this is your problem.

      Murdoch sighed and stood. He leaned on the table and then looked at the commanders sitting around him. “Officers, it seems I have an urgent matter to attend to. You are dismissed until after lunch.” They rose and left the room, giving Trigg and even the dur’dalis instructor curious looks as they passed them.

      “Captain Regan,” Murdoch added as the last commander walked through the embellished door. “That means you, too.”

      “Oh!” The dur’dalis jumped, surprised by his dismissal. “Certainly, sir.” He gave Murdoch a small salute and headed toward the door.

      “Commander?” Murdoch called after the dur’dalis, causing him to turn back. “Thank you for bringing this . . .” He paused to find the right word. “Situation . . . to my attention. Please use discretion when explaining what happened to the other students.” A pause. “Or anyone else for that matter besides the queen.”

      “Understood, sir.” Captain Regan nodded and pulled the door behind him.

      Murdoch turned to Trigg and steepled his fingertips. Trigg felt like he was being examined head to toe as if he were a complicated blacksmith puzzle.

      “What am I going to do with you, Earth boy? Ever since you arrived in Imperious Nox, you’ve caused nothing but trouble. And here you are again, upsetting the locals.”

      “Sorry,” Trigg muttered and looked down at his shoes.

      Murdoch chuckled. “Sorry, not sorry, is what I believe you mean.”

      Confused by his light tone, Trigg just shrugged and glared back at him.

      Murdoch shook his head. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you could be Ephialtes’s brother. Aside from the pointy ears, the similarities are striking, especially when you’re mad.”

      “What does that have to do with anything?” Trigg huffed.

      “He is the queen’s son.”

      Trigg laughed, a bitter edge to his voice. “I have no parents.”

      “Everyone has parents,” Murdoch responded dryly.

      “Are you going to tell me what’s going on?”

      Murdoch sighed. “Yes, at least everything fits now. Your struggles with magic, the fiasco with your sister and the bond spell, and Cole and the drakkon. Then your little escapade in the sixth dimension. I should have seen the connection sooner. Barnabus should have seen it sooner. But we didn’t want to push you so soon after your sister’s death. There was time, then. But now, it seems there isn’t.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What I’m saying, boy, is that your specific power as a walker is being amorphous. That would explain how you were able to weave a bond spell on your sister.” Murdoch looked thoughtful. “Though it begs the question where exactly you would have absorbed it from.”

      Murdoch appraised Trigg, who said, “That’s nice, but how does that help me not die during the tournament?”

      “Being amorphous means that instead of taking your magical energy from the dimensions, you are absorbing it from those around you.”

      “You mean I’m stealing other people’s magic?”

      Murdoch pursed his lips and nodded. “Yeah, that’s one way to put it.” He pulled one of the golden candlesticks on the table closer to them. “But what matters as far as your training goes, my young friend, is that you have been thinking about your magic all wrong.”

      Murdoch blew out the candle. A strip of smoke rose from the wick. The smell of melted wax spread through the room. “Let me see you light the candle.”

      Trigg frowned. He was going to mess this up again. “But—”

      Waving his clawed hand, Murdoch cut him off. “Just try,” he snarled.

      “Okay, okay! No need to growl about it.” Trigg raised his hands and tried to focus. He felt nothing. After a few minutes of nothing happening, he slumped into the closest chair. He felt humiliated. It wouldn’t have been as bad if he failed in front of Barnabus. He’d messed up plenty of times in the fighting arena. But that was different. This was Murdoch. He was commander of the entire camp and—having dismissed all those officers—probably a higher-ranking officer than Trigg had first thought.

      “Why can’t I light a stupid candle?” Trigg said. “I just had control of ten balls of light. This is stupid.”

      “Stop being a baby,” Murdoch countered. “If magic was easy, everyone would be wo’ken.”

      “Right.” Trigg huffed and sneaked a look at Murdoch. The goblin watched him with a stern expression. The same way Trigg would expect a good father to do for his unruly kid. For a moment, he wondered what it would be like to have someone, like a dad, who actually wanted to hang out with him. Then, he shoved the thought aside. He didn’t need parents. He was better off without them. His parents were probably drug addicts or criminals. He didn’t need anyone. He’d raised himself just fine. He and Terryn both. He raised his hand to try again, but then Murdoch stopped him.

      “I want you to try something different this time,” Murdoch said. He raised his green, clawed hands and wove the light spell. A flame appeared on the candle’s wick, spreading a circle of golden light over the table. “Try to put the candle out with magic.”

      Trigg took a determined breath and then focused on the flame. This time, something felt different. The flame jumped back and forth on the wick. Trigg could feel the energy that made up Murdoch’s light spell. It centered at the point where the flame met the wick. His hand tingled. Following a rising instinct earned from weeks of morning sessions, he placed his hand, palm down, over the tip of the flame. He inhaled, and as he did, the flame absorbed into his palm. Its power filled him like a hot meal filled his stomach.

      His eyes widened. “It feels hot!” he exclaimed, examining his hand. It looked the same, yet it felt as if fire pulsed inside his fingers. Murdoch grinned with pleasure. His pointed teeth and long, green nose made him look like a proud shark.

      “Excellent, my young friend,” Murdoch purred. “Now turn your hand up and imagine the energy flowing out of your fingers, yet just hang on to just the tiniest bit, like pinching the end of a streamer in the wind.”

      Trigg exhaled and followed Murdoch’s directions. The flame reappeared in the center of his hand. It danced brightly, just as it did on the wick, casting the shadows of his fingers like a dark star onto the table.

      “I did it!” he breathed, letting out the last of his breath. As he did, the flame extinguished.

      “Well done!” Murdoch said, clasping Trigg’s shoulder. “We will make a dream guardian of you, yet.”

      “Sure. How come I couldn’t do that before?”

      “You changed your tactic. Instead of casting outward, you need to first pull inward, toward yourself, to create your power. Walker magic works different from watcher magic,” Murdoch explained. “It’s part of what makes you a walker. Watcher magic is used to protect the sleeper field itself. They keep the creatures of nightmares out of the fields. Much like scarecrows guard the corn fields on Earth. So, their magic comes from within. Walker magic is used to protect the sleepers from themselves. You keep the bad thoughts, the self-criticism, the fear from invading their dreams. So, your magic comes from outside of you. You absorb energy—magic, fears, bad dreams. No spell can work against you unless you let it because you can absorb it. That is your magical ability.”

      “So every time I have cast magic before, I was first absorbing someone else’s magic to make my own magic work?”

      “Yes. You just absorbed the magic in the flame. Earlier, you absorbed the magic in Captain Regan’s binding spell. In the sixth dimension, you absorbed Ryan’s shield. With the drakkon, you absorbed Cole’s fire shield, which explains why he was so badly burned.”

      “But what about the bond with Terryn?”

      “I wonder about that, as well. The only thing I can come up with is that you absorbed emotions. A walker can also absorb feelings to power their magic. But those feelings have to be very strong. In your sister’s case, you could have absorbed the energy generated by your love for her to weave the bonding spell, which would have been the quickest way to bring her to you during your heart attack.”

      “You mean there’s nothing wrong with my magic?” The realization stunned Trigg. “I’ve been using it from the beginning.”

      “Right. Walkers are rare, and their powers manifest in different ways, so in the earlier stages, it’s common for them to struggle. I should have helped sooner, but I was focused on finding your sister . . .” Murdoch gave him a penetrating look. “It really is a shame . . .”

      “That I’m going to die in the tournament?” Trigg finished for him.

      Murdoch inclined his bald, green head. His crocodile eyes glittered. “Perhaps, but that will depend on you. For starters, try not to absorb energy from yourself anymore. That’s a good way to get yourself killed before you even make it to the first round.”

      The mention of death reminded Trigg of Ryan. “If I did die, why couldn’t I just absorb the energy from beyond the ninth gate and come back?”

      Murdoch laughed. “Because you can only absorb energy from another living being. Besides, the amount of energy you’d need to return from the Caeli Porta would take up an entire planet.”

      “Oh.” Trigg wondered how that worked with Ryan’s soldiers then. As if seeing the thought on his face, Murdoch added, “Of course, there’s ways to return yourself and others, but you do not return as who you were before.”

      He could assume what that meant. Trigg shivered, remembering how the reanimated soldiers’ eyes had turned black.

      Murdoch rose and rubbed his palms together. “No more thinking dark thoughts. Come, my young friend, it’s way past time for you to begin your magic training in earnest.”

      Trigg rose and followed Murdoch out the doors and to a window that overlooked the city’s skyline. The goblin pointed at a large dome at the edge of the horizon.

      “Time to test your skills against the other candidates at the Arena.
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            A Time for Answers

          

        

      

    

    
      Stars sparkled in the dark sky of Imperious Nox like glitter on a black tarp. Terryn sat at a table on the balcony of a tall, pearly-white ice tower that shone in the surrounding light. The light was not from the stars or the three moons suspended in its night sky. The tower, which De’nah Deborah had called the First Tower of Steffnunnar, stood on the edge of a glacier plain, overlooking the sleeper fields below. Giant stadium lighting illuminated the iridescent fog that swirled in odd directions as if directed by independent thought. Terryn watched, hypnotized by its movements. When she squinted, she could make out the tiny rows of sleepers on platforms, swaying to the unheard melodies of their dreams. Sometimes the fog would swirl and expose tiny guardians patrolling the rows, pausing now and again to inspect a sleeper or the platforms on which they stood.

      That’s where she had been just an hour before. Sleeping and dreaming like all sentients, unaware of each other. De’nah Deborah had collected her and brought her here. The woman stood nearby, watching, waiting for Terryn speak. But Terryn was still processing, still sorting through which memories were real or not.

      The wind whirled through her light hair, raising goosebumps on her shoulders. Everything felt so real. Not like what she’d imagined a dream world to be. The colors were vivid. The air so cold. If this were a fantasy in her head, she had to think she’d imagine warmer weather, like at a beach. Not the cold icy wind that tore at her cheeks as if it were a hundred tiny frozen fingers.

      Shivering, she pulled the red greatcoat De’nah Deborah had given her tighter around her shoulders. On the small table before her sat a mug of what De’nah Deborah had called ka’tah. A thin mist curled up from the hot drink before being whisked away by the wind. She curled her fingers around the cup and inhaled the drink’s spicy aroma, noting how real the ridges from the thrown pottery felt against her skin. More real than anything she’d experienced since waking back up on Earth. And being back here in Imperious Nox validated her suspicions. Something about Ryan and Sister Rachel had felt so very wrong.

      She took a small sip, letting the warm liquid spread over her tongue. It tasted of cinnamon mixed with coffee and vanilla and a hint of a spice she didn’t recognize. It reminded her of plums warmed in the sun on a summer day. It was delicious. It was real. She set the mug back down. This place was real.

      “I deserve an explanation,” she said, leveling her gaze at De’nah Deborah. “Why does this place feel more real to me than being on Earth? And what does that have to do with the weird vibes I’ve been getting from Ryan and Sister Rachel?”

      The guardian gave Terryn a worried look. She stood at the wrought iron balcony. Its black metal vanished against the night sky or reappeared against the sleeper field light, depending on the angle. Tapping her fingers, Terryn studied the woman. She didn’t look much older than her. Perhaps, in her early twenties at most. Yet, the way she carried herself, the confidence she radiated and her familiarity with the weapons she carried—a sword at her hip and the bow on her back—attested to her centuries of experience. Her greatcoat was a brilliant royal blue with brown fur trimming the shoulder line and golden embroidery climbing up the sleeves. Terryn thought they signaled her superior rank. They’d passed many guards wearing similar coats in all different colors—red like hers, golden yellow, parrot green—but none were so elaborate like Deborah’s.

      “I stood in this exact spot the hundredth night your brother woke in Imperious Nox,” De’nah Deborah spoke into the night. “He woke in the dark, but you could walk a different path if you so choose. This place feels different now because you have wo’ken from the dream.”

      “That’s not what . . .” A lump formed in her throat. She couldn’t say his name. “Someone I met when I traveled in the dream stream said I was already wo’ken.”

      De’nah Deborah shook her head and laughed. “That would be Commander Derrik. When you stayed with him and the Sunrise Battalion?”

      Terryn froze.

      De’nah Deborah grinned at her surprise. “Child, I’ve learned much since I sent you into the Between. I was following orders I did not then understand. Yet, I do now, and I can explain, per your earlier request. But there is much to cover and not enough time before you will wake.”

      De’nah walked to a table and poured herself a cup of ka’tah from a matching ceramic pitcher. She gestured the pitcher toward Terryn, asking if she wanted a refill.

      Terryn brought her cup over. “So you know what happened to me? In the dream stream?”

      “Yes. I’ve spoken with your father.”

      “He is not that.”

      “You should give your father more respect.” Terryn winced as De’nah Deborah emphasized the words Terryn couldn’t bring herself to say. “Leave whatever happened between you in the past where it belongs.”

      “That would depend”—Terryn swallowed and blinked back tears—“on what he decided to do with his future.”

      “I can’t speak to that, but I can say that right now he is working to save your life.”

      “Save me?”

      “Yes, you are in danger from an interdimensional creature called the Blight. You and everyone else on Earth.”

      “What is the Blight?”

      “It is one of the many creatures of the dark we guard the sleepers against. It is like a sentient plague that consumes every living thing in its path, turning them into lessers. Imagine a darkness so dark, it’s driven itself insane. When it was last loose, it devoured entire worlds within a year.”

      “How is it on Earth?” Terryn cried in alarm.

      “Somehow, the Blight escaped the veil, a prison where it was locked after the first great war. It escaped to Earth and, more specifically, the Children’s Home where you live.”

      “Oh no!” Terryn said. Dread wrapped around her spine and squeezed. “How can you tell if someone has become lesser?”

      “Their eyes turn pitch black.”

      Terryn jumped off her barstool. “Sister Rachel! Oh no, it’s got Sister Rachel! I have to wake up. I have to save her.”

      Deborah grabbed her arm. “You must not. It’s too dangerous. It is seeking something, and the best thing for you to do is travel here to the fifth dimension. Complete your training as a dream guardian and allow myself, your father, and the other commanders to take care of the threat.”

      “But—”

      “Don’t worry, child.” De’nah Deborah drew Terryn to the side of the balcony that overlooked the farthest sleeper fields. “We’ve fought this foe before and won, and we will do so once again. Your home will be safe. Look down there, toward the sleeper field on the right, where you woke. You see the large enclosure?”

      Terryn shielded her eyes against the bright stadium lighting and looked closer. It took her a moment of searching, but looking where De’nah Deborah pointed, she made out an opaque globe that shimmered under the lights. A giant gray shadow snaked back and forth beneath it. Terryn gasped when she realized how large it was. At this distance, it stretched to the top of the globe. Up close, it had to be the size of a mammoth.

      “That is the Blight. We’ve contained its presence there. Now we need you to do your part and come back to us.”

      “What must I do?”

      “Enter the Between and return through the gateways in the stream.”

      “What happens if I can’t?” Terryn asked, remembering how her magic had flickered in Trigg’s room.

      “Then you will have to complete the one hundred nights like any other wo’ken, but by then, I fear it will be too late. You must hurry.”

      “Yes, De’nah Deborah. May I ask one more thing? Do you know anything about my brother, Trigg? I had a vision . . .” She trailed off, not wanting to share the memories of his death on the sandy field.

      But De’nah Deborah interpreted her pained expression and responded, “He is with the Divided in the Nightmare Fields. We will speak more of it once you return.”

      Relief spread through Terryn. She was not crazy! Trigg was real. “Oh thank you so much, De’nah. You don’t know what that means to me.”

      “I do not deserve your thanks, yet.”

      “What?”

      “First you must wake.” De’nah Deborah sang a high note and whipped her hand upward, quickly weaving the spell before Terryn could react to its sapphire threads. They wrapped around Terryn’s ankles and flipped her over the balcony.

      Time slowed and Terryn could hear screaming. She was falling, falling through the stars, falling away from the balcony, falling toward the cobblestone below.
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      The dark sky stretched overhead when Murdoch appeared at Trigg’s room the next morning.

      “Wake up, sunshine,” the goblin yelled as he flipped Trigg’s cot over like a drill sergeant. “You’re due at the main arena in the coliseum in ten minutes. Move!”

      Trigg groaned on the stone floor. His muscles protested, and cold shivers tightened his back. He wanted to curl up and go back to sleep.

      Murdoch kicked him. Hard enough to be annoying, but not hard enough to hurt. Trigg dragged himself off the floor.

      “Okay, okay,” he said. “I’m up.” He pulled on his clothes and a pair of leather boots, then buckled his belt with his short sword.

      Murdoch tapped his boot impatiently. Once outside, Trigg stopped at the community fire and grabbed a bowl of hot gruel. As he spooned it down, Murdoch ran over last-minute instructions.

      “Once I’ve officially declared you as the Second City candidate, don’t expect me to stick around,” he said. “You’ll be on your own. Nothing you can’t handle. It’s just like the practice arena at camp, just bigger, with lots more people. Stay out of the way and you’ll be fine.”

      Trigg snorted into his gruel.

      Murdoch eyed him. “Right. As much as you can.” He wagged a green wrinkled finger. “No absorbing anyone’s magic. In fact, no using magic at all during training. You don’t want anyone knowing your advantage. There’ll be dozens of candidates, and they’ll all have way more experience than you. No need to let them know that their magic won’t work on you as long as you can keep your head from getting chopped off.”

      “I know, I know, but I wish Barnabus was here with me.” Trigg took his last bite and plopped the bowl in the dirty dish barrel. He then grabbed a cup of ka’tah and nodded to the elf working the grill.

      “Nothing to be done about that now,” Murdoch replied dryly. “Couldn’t be helped.” The goblin tucked his fingers into his belt loops as he trotted alongside. His green ear tips barely came up to Trigg’s eyes. Trigg got the impression Murdoch was hiding something from him, but it could also have been just his general sneakiness. So, he let it go.

      They walked toward the far side of the city, to the coliseum. It housed multiple arenas, the largest of which was simply named the Arena.

      It took about ten minutes for them to reach the towering building. The only other structure that rivaled its size and breadth was the queen’s palace, which, in the morning sun, cast a shadow over it.

      Murdoch spoke to a gnome at the entrance who carefully wrote Trigg’s name in a ledger book. He then handed Trigg a medallion studded with blue crystals at each cardinal direction.

      “This is a spelled medallion. It gives you access to all the areas within the building and, since you’re not a criminal fighting for his freedom, the palace kitchens for your meals,” he said.

      “Thanks.” Trigg took the dark bronze medal. He was about to loop the blue ribbon over his head when a wave from Murdoch stopped him.

      “Better not,” the goblin cautioned. “No need to let everyone know you have extra perks. Better to be anonymous.”

      “Right.” Trigg shoved the medallion into his pocket. The gnome guard pointed down a stone archway that led inside. The stone blocks that made up the walls were weathered and old. Small balls of light hung on the walls. They gave off disproportionate amounts of illumination.

      After a few minutes of winding through the dim, narrow corridors, they reached an intersection. Murdoch stopped and pointed to the right corridor.

      “The Arena is just down that way. Keep going straight, and you should see where you’re supposed to be. Check in with the field master and get a feel for the place. We will do your magic lesson here later this afternoon, as well, once the crowd has thinned out.”

      “Okay. What do I do for lunch?”

      “Lunch is this way.” Murdoch pointed down the left hallway. “Turn right when you leave the hallway and head straight. You’ll be in the plaza. Queen’s palace should be directly in front of you, and the main kitchens will be right there.” He gestured toward Trigg’s pocket. “Your medallion should unlock the entrance for you, if no one is around to clear you through.”

      Trigg thanked Murdoch and headed down the left corridor. He could feel the floor sloping downward the farther he walked. The noise reached him first. Clashing and clanging and loud noises of sword-fighting and people shouting over the din. The hall opened up like a ramp. Above Trigg, the masonry work stretched into the sky. Sparse benches, just longer limestone blocks, spread into rows like dominoes. The size of the interior of the bowl was impressive, but what gave Trigg pause was the number of beings in the Arena. Easily, a hundred soldiers—all of different races wearing different types of armor—were spread throughout the packed-dirt space, practicing their fighting skills.

      He looked on either side of the passage he’d entered from, trying to figure out where he was supposed to go. Where was the field master? Down below, the soldiers had formed short lines at what looked like ten to fifteen different fighting stations. There was an archery station, a knife-dueling station, a station with a punching bag, a rock wall, and a few stations where the soldiers were weaving offensive spells like fireballs and wind vortices.

      A four-foot barrier encircled the Arena. It looked like pebbled concrete. As he walked down the ramp that led into the sand pit, Trigg realized the barrier was made of dream mites. More soldiers, without their armor, ran laps around the perimeter near the wall.

      As he exited the ramp, he noticed a group of soldiers grouped near another entrance to his right. A large set of gargoyle wings extended above the crowd. Excitement quickened Trigg’s steps.

      Could that be Barnabus? Was he back from the mission? Had they found Terryn?

      As he moved forward, the medallion in his pocket warmed and vibrated slightly—like his old phone back on Earth. The feeling made him jump after all this time without one, but then he realized what had happened.

      When he’d stepped off the ramp and onto the sand, he’d crossed a barrier. The magic keyed itself to him, just like the barriers at camp. He could see its iridescent glow filling the opening now. He shuddered, wondering what would have happened had he not had the medallion.

      He was now below the stands. Another wall—maybe a dozen feet tall—towered behind him. It was covered in dream mites as well. He scanned the crowd, searching for Barnabus.

      The sights and sounds of the other candidates pulled him from his awe. He needed to be out there, getting prepared. As he walked around the Arena’s edge and watched the other soldiers, he couldn’t help but feel inadequate. It was obvious by the way they handled the various weapons at each station or moved through the obstacles—they had years of experience on him.

      I am so outmatched, he realized. Panic blurred the edges of his vision. He gripped his sword and forced his feet to keep moving. He timed his breaths with his footsteps. You are not dead yet. Not yet, he chanted over and over, trying to believe what Murdoch said about the rules. It helped dismiss the pit forming in his stomach, but he could still feel the despair there.

      How was he supposed to win? Murdoch had sent him here to die. To atone for his sister’s death. And, had he still thought she was dead, he would have welcomed the chance. Now, he needed to win, to get an army, and find her.

      He was so absorbed in his thoughts, he didn’t hear the footfalls behind him until someone shoved him from behind. He lost his balance and fell to the dream-mite-covered path. The medallion fell from his pocket and clattered onto the ground in plain view.

      An elf wearing a black toga slowed his jog and turned to see what had made the noise. Trigg glared after him. The creature looked like a gazelle, his leg muscles toned and defined. A layer of sweat glistened on his extremities, all of which were perfectly shaped. His pointy ears rose above short, curly brown hair that framed a proportionally balanced face. He sneered at Trigg, his almond-shaped eyes turning down with distaste.

      “Watch where you’re going, human,” he spat and then pointed at the medallion. “That won’t help you out there.” Before Trigg could respond, he turned and loped away, a predator patrolling its domain.

      Trigg’s anger ignited his magic. His fingertips warmed. He leaned back on his heels and exhaled a quiet note. A silver ball of light burst into existence, perfectly centered above his palm. He was about to throw it when he realized the dream mites underneath him had moved. They’d formed a circle. They were protecting that jerk from him.

      As if sensing the danger, the elf twirled to face Trigg again. He let out a laugh. Anger flushed Trigg’s face, and it took all his self-control not to release the ball of energy. Even though he knew the dream mites would intercept it. The elf looked him over once more and smirked. He turned his back and continued running.

      Trigg inhaled and focused on the feeling of his chest expanding. He was not going to let his anger control him. After a few moments, he bent down and gently released the magic into the dream mites. The small creatures undulated beneath his hand like a gray cat arching its back for pets.

      At least something here in this place likes me, he thought. What wouldn’t I give to see Barnabus or Cole right now.

      The rest of the morning went without incident. Trigg checked in with the field master and received his practice schedule. This let him know when he was allowed to use what station and what time slots in the afternoon he could use the entire coliseum to practice his magic. Murdoch showed up after lunch and drilled him in all types of spells. Since learning Trigg’s magical ability, Murdoch had removed him from the morning classes with Professor Regan, saying, “You can learn theory later.”

      And then Murdoch cast a spell that Trigg recognized. Instead of blocking the oncoming spell, Trigg leaned into it with his left shoulder and upheld right hand. The magic hit him with a thunderclap. Trigg braced himself against the force and sang a few deep notes. Murdoch’s green magic stung his palms, resisting being absorbed. Trigg focused harder, feeling his own cool silver rush around the green force trying to encircle his hands. Suddenly the pressure lessened, and the silver washed over the spell, making it disappear.

      Trigg grinned. The goblin didn’t look as pleased as Trigg expected. Instead, he raised a questioning eyebrow toward Trigg and pointed to his feet. Trigg looked down and then lost his balance. His ankles were bound with glowing green strands.

      “You have to learn to counter all parts of a spell,” Murdoch commented dryly as he released his magic and freed Trigg.

      Trigg grunted his assent, trying to catch his breath. Still sitting, Trigg brushed dirt off his pants, sending clouds to plume around his ankles. He rested his head on his knees and breathed. The tournament was three weeks away. He could do this. There was still time to train. Murdoch was right. He needed to get better at countering. How was he supposed to absorb a spell if he couldn’t counter it before a fireball burned him to an ashy pile of bones?

      “Again,” Murdoch said. He pulled Trigg to his feet. The gesture struck him because it was something Barnabus had never done. He’d drilled Trigg in countless fighting exercises, but he couldn’t remember a time when they’d fought with magic. Not that Barnabus had been a bad instructor, but Trigg realized two things. While Murdoch was not as friendly and approachable as Barnabus, Trigg was starting to like the grumpy goblin. He was a skilled magic user and a good teacher in his own right. Trigg also missed Barnabus: his encouraging words, his friendly jabs, and their shared understanding that they were in this mess because of Terryn’s death.

      “Have you heard from the others?” Trigg asked as he squared off again.

      “Lemrick’s report came in this morning. They are still tracking the United through the Forsaken Forest. I expect they will be at the plains in the next few days. That will be their best chance of capturing them,” Murdoch replied. He also squared his stance and raised a clawed hand.

      “What about Barnabus?”

      “He is fine.” Murdoch’s glance shifted for a split second toward the barracks. A devilish grin spread under his pointy nose, revealing his teeth. Trigg shivered. They were gross and terrifying. “Missing your old instructor? Am I not good enough for you?”

      The goblin lunged, underhanded. A spiked ball of green magic flew at Trigg like a speeding softball.

      “No,” Trigg replied. He crouched in a catcher’s position and spread his hands in anticipation of catching the ball. At the same time, he sang three notes, and his silver bubble shield wrapped around him, milliseconds before the two magics collided. The force knocked Trigg off his feet. As he fell backward, he shifted the notes of his spell, and his magic wrapped around the green ball, filling in the gaps between the spikes. By the time Trigg hit the dirt, he’d absorbed the spell. Its energy burned inside him, demanding to be released. He rolled onto his stomach, sang a quick note that morphed the structure of the spell into a freezing spell, and threw it at Murdoch.

      The goblin blocked it with a bubble shield, but Trigg’s spell caused the shield to freeze and then collapse into a million pieces of ice that evaporated into steam. The resulting fog blinded Murdoch for a few seconds. Trigg cast a second spell. The same spell Murdoch had just cast. It easily penetrated the fog, its heat burning the fog into nothing, but Murdoch didn’t see it coming. The spell bound Murdoch’s ankles and hands with sticky cords of silver web.

      Murdoch chuckled. “Nice work, kid. I’ll make a walker out of you yet.” The goblin sang a quick staccato note and the cords disappeared. He walked over to Trigg and pulled him up.

      “Thanks.”

      “That’s enough training for now,” Murdoch said. “Get yourself cleaned up. You’ll meet me and the other commanders for dinner tonight in the grand hall with the rest of the candidates.”

      “What? There’s a dinner? I thought there were a couple weeks before anything official started.”

      “Don’t worry.” Murdoch clasped Trigg’s shoulder. “It’s just an opportunity for you to size up the competition. If we’re lucky, the queen as well.”

      Trigg gulped.
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      Someone is screaming. They needed help. Sleep slowed her reactions. Keegan’s voice floated to Terryn through the dark.

      “Terryn! Terryn! Wake up! It’s a dream, just a dream.”

      Terryn bolted upright, and the screaming silenced. The noise that had come from her throat was more like a wild cry, but the scream had come from her, she realized. She hid her face in her pillow and heaved, but the tears wouldn’t stop.

      “Trigg!” she cried. “I’m so sorry! I’m so sorry.” Tears streamed down her cheeks.

      Keegan rubbed her back, making shushing noises. “It’s okay. You’re awake now. It was just a dream.”

      A slip of the waning moon peeked through the tree branches outside her room. It was the middle of the night. Terryn concentrated on her friend’s voice and the soft circular motion of Keegan’s hand on her back. The feeling helped banish the night terror. Trigg had never told her how real they were. She understood now why he didn’t want to talk about it.

      To become wo’ken, she had to first face her own nightmares. If she could not learn how to save herself then she couldn’t be expected to defeat the nightmares of others? As she fell in the dark, what Terryn had seen of her own night terror made her shudder.

      A deep emptiness filled her soul and weighed her down. It was suffocating. It was unspeakable, indescribable. Better to pretend it didn’t exist and do whatever she had to do to never experience it again. How could someone handle this feeling for a hundred nights? No wonder there weren’t that many new dream guardians. Who would want to pass that test?

      Trigg had. Then she could, too, if she had to. But De’nah Deborah had said there was another way.

      Terryn performed her focus exercise. Filling her lungs, she inhaled for three seconds, then held her breath for three, letting the pressure build in her chest. Then she exhaled for another three. She imagined a stream. All her other thoughts: her fears, her worry about Trigg, the terror of knowing the Blight could be infecting Sister Rachel—she shoved all those thoughts onto fall-colored leaves and let the current whisk them away.

      “That’s right,” Keegan said as Terryn’s breathing calmed.

      Deep within that quiet space, Terryn sensed the subtle flicker of her magic. Now that she understood what was happening to her, to Earth, she knew not to ignore that. She fanned that spark and her magic strummed to life. Its warmth provided welcome relief to the emptiness that Terryn hadn’t realized had grown inside of her since she’d returned to Earth.

      However, as Terryn tried to form the gateway into the Between, an unusual mist covered the weaves and made them slip from her grasp. The weaves collapsed in her mind. Even though De’nah Deborah had warned her, she was still surprised the moment the magic crashed on her like a wave.

      She lost her focus and fell back onto the pillow.

      “Terryn!” Keegan cried. “Are you okay?”

      Terryn pushed herself up. “I’m fine.” She’d forgotten Keegan was there.

      Her head was ringing. She was going to get a headache.

      Sister Rachel burst into the room.

      “Girls! What’s going on? I heard screaming. Terryn, are you all right?”

      The nun rushed to Terryn’s bedside. She shoved her hand against Terryn’s forehead. Satisfied with her reading, she grabbed her head and peered into her eyes.

      Terryn returned her gaze. Under the sheets, her fist tightened, ready to punch the nun if she showed any signs of the Blight. But in the dark of the room, lit only by the streetlight in the parking lot, it was hard to tell if her eyes were their regular brown or not.

      As she examined Terryn, she peppered Keegan with questions.

      “What happened?”

      “A bad dream.”

      “What did Terryn say?”

      “She was screaming his name. Trigg.” Keegan gave Terryn an apologetic look.

      “Did she say anything else?”

      “Um, something about a tower, but it was hard to tell.”

      “Anything else?”

      “No.” Keegan shook her head vigorously, fidgeting with her fingers. In a small voice, she asked, “Is she going to be okay?”

      “For now.” Sister Rachel sighed and sank down on the bed. She cupped Terryn’s cheek. “Child, I’m glad everything is okay. Your medicine seems to have stopped working. It’s to be expected. You most likely built up a tolerance. I’m going to have to call Dr. Miller about an alternative in the morning.”

      She misunderstood Terryn’s alarmed look. “Don’t worry, everything will be all right.” She squeezed Terryn’s hand and gave her an encouraging smile. Then she turned to Keegan and laid a hand on her shoulder. “Next time, if she starts screaming, just come get me immediately. I will be able to help.”

      “Yes, Sister,” Keegan responded.

      “Now, back to bed with both of you.” Sister Rachel made sure Keegan got in bed and then returned to Terryn, who’d straightened the covers and burrowed back into their depths until just her head was exposed.

      Sister Rachel placed her hand on her forehead again. Then, she leaned over and whispered, “Sweet dreams. Don’t let your dreams bite, but when they do, I’ll be right here to save you.” Then with a pat on her shoulder, she left.

      Despite the warm blanket, the nun’s words sent a shiver down Terryn’s spine. Sister Rachel, too? How could she know those words? How could Ryan? But the Blight, a supernatural creature that could infect people’s dreams and give them night terrors? It was plausible it would know that.

      Terryn forced herself to stay awake for the rest of the night. Only when the sunlight brightened the walls did she allow herself to drift off into a dreamless sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Terryn startled awake to Sister Elizabeth banging on the door.

      “Terryn! Keegan! It’s almost seven. Time to get up.”

      Her clock read “6:55 a.m.” Five minutes before the alarm would have sounded. Terryn punched the button to keep it from going off and swung herself out of bed. The room spun as she did. As expected, she had a headache. She grabbed her clothes and stumbled to the bathroom.

      Sister Elizabeth met her on the way. Her long white hair made her look much older than Sister Rachel, but her face, free of wrinkles and blemishes, made her seem ageless. Her plump cheeks helped soften the perpetual frown on her round lips. Yet, despite her meticulous appearance, a dark bruise spread up her neck.

      “Where’s Sister Rachel?” Terryn asked as she opened the bathroom door.

      “At the pharmacy, getting a stronger prescription for you,” the nun replied. Dark circles colored the undersides of her eyes as if she were the one having night terrors. “She said you had a night terror last night?”

      Terryn nodded, unable to use her voice. Not because of the night terror, but because Sister Rachel was getting her new medicine already. She pulled the pill bottle down from the medicine cabinet and measured out two pills.

      “You’ll have a new prescription tonight,” Sister Elizabeth commented as Terryn returned the bottle to the cabinet. “Make sure you remember to get the new bottle before you take tonight’s dose.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Terryn responded. Then, she took the acetaminophen with a glass of water. Satisfied, Sister Elizabeth disappeared down the hall into the main office.

      Terryn dressed faster than she’d ever done and headed to breakfast. At least the acetaminophen would help her headache. But now she only had today to figure out how to escape. She feared, if forced to start taking the medicine again, she wouldn’t be able to weave a gateway into the Between and leave.

      Maybe that was the point.
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        * * *

      

      Terryn poured a bowl of cereal and sat at the mismatched table in the kitchen. A few minutes later, Keegan sat next to her with only a glass of orange juice. Keegan never ate a real breakfast on school days. Terryn checked the clock hanging on the wall above the sink. It read 7:25 a.m. The bus would be here any minute now.

      Terryn shoved a spoonful of honey oats into her mouth. It tasted like ash. The milk was sour. She spit it back out.

      “Gross, Ter.” Keegan made a face. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Probably not,” Terryn conceded and then added as if it were an afterthought, “Hey is it just me or has Sister Rachel been acting kinda . . . not herself recently?”

      Keegan frowned. “At first, I’d say not really, but the more I think of it, she’s been a little meaner.”

      “It’s probably just stress, right?”

      “Probably.”

      Terryn tapped her fingers on the table. “I know I don’t have room to talk seeing as . . .” She gestured back toward the bathroom.

      Keegan took her meaning. “You’ve been taking your medicine, right?”

      “Yeah,” Terryn said a bit too quickly.

      Keegan narrowed her eyes and gave her a sideways look but said nothing.

      “I just got some really weird vibes from Sister Rachel last night. She said something to me, and it was kinda off. I was just hoping maybe it was no big deal.”

      “I hadn’t been paying attention. Honestly, Ter, I’ve been focused on getting ready for my home visit.”

      “Right, that’s right. That’s so exciting. I hope it works out for you!” Terryn gave her friend a genuine smile, suddenly grateful that her friend would soon be leaving the dangers of the Children’s Home. Pain shot through her forehead followed by a dizzy spell. She winced. The headache meds were definitely not working.

      She put her head down and rubbed her neck. Please feel better. Outside, the bus pulled into the back parking lot. The boys, Ruby, and Lilly got in line. They laughed and chattered as they filed inside.

      Keegan stood and put her glass in the sink. “You coming?”

      Stress tightened Terryn’s stomach. One day. I have one day. Another wave of nausea rolled over her. She grimaced as she looked up. “Can you cover for me? I’m not going to make it.”

      Keegan nodded. “I gotcha, girl. Go get some sleep and feel better.”

      “Thanks.”

      Terryn laid her head down on the table as the back door shut behind Keegan. The darkness of her arms made her eyes feel better. She heard the bus engine rev up and its wheels crunch on the gravel as it pulled out of the parking lot. After waiting another ten minutes for the medicine to kick in and the pain not getting any better, Terryn returned to the bathroom. She opened the cabinet and took four more pills.

      The room lurched, and Terryn swallowed back her nausea. The pressure increased around her head and caused a white mist to blur the edges of her vision. Breathing heavily, Terryn moved into the hallway in a daze. Fight it. You’ve got to fight it. You can make it to your room.

      Terryn’s heartbeat pounded in her ears, intensifying her headache. Memories pushed into her mind. Memories that weren’t hers, but they could have been in an alternate life. Their strength made her sink to the floor.

      She remembered growing up in her adopted home with a little sister. Getting ice cream at the corner store. Meeting Keegan in middle school. Getting a cat she named Ursula for her thirteenth birthday. Starting kickboxing classes in eighth grade. Having a crush on Ryan freshman year. Asking him to the Sadie Hawkins dance the next semester. Planning a road trip with Keegan once they got their driver’s licenses. It was the perfect life. But without Trigg.

      They were so vivid. Where were they coming from? This couldn’t be her real life. Or this could be her real life? It didn’t seem so bad. It would be so easy to surrender and sink, to go with the flow.

      No! another part of herself reminded her. Remember Trigg. Don’t forget. What is happening?

      Terryn pushed herself up and stumbled in the opposite direction, toward Trigg’s room. She stopped when she reached the doorway. Slightly ajar, she pushed it open and stuck her head through. The other boys’ dirty clothes and toys filled the floor. Their beds were unmade. In the far corner, Trigg’s old mattress was still wrapped in plastic.

      The sight cleared her head. She didn’t want a life if it didn’t include Trigg. She’d rather live a lie and have him be part of it, then not.

      She stretched out with her mind, mentally pushing against the white mist, trying to break free. Her headache got worse. Her throat pulsed. Maybe she was actually seeing the mist. Compelled by some instinct, Terryn pushed her hands into the room and released the burning power in her throat.

      “Stop it!” she yelled.

      The ground shook. Terryn steadied herself against the fake wood doorframe, and the mist cleared. The room flickered as if the channel had been changed on an old TV. Trigg’s Blues hockey blanket appeared on the bed. His clothes appeared in the open closet. His hair ties, deodorant, and other toiletries reappeared on the old brown dresser.

      Flick.

      The room changed back. Cardboard boxes covered the blue carpet. A second storage closet stood by the first.

      Flick. Flicker.

      The closets disappeared. Trigg’s Nine Inch Nails poster hung on the closet door. Pain stabbed Terryn’s temples.

      Flicker. Flicker. Flicker.

      A layer of dust covered the boxes, and the coats disappeared from the closets, replaced with summer clothes. Snow fell in the window.

      Terryn squeezed her eyes closed and slammed the door. She gasped for air, feeling like she’d run a mile. But her head felt clear.

      I can do this, she reminded herself, afraid her mind would become foggy again. Trigg is real. He’s my twin brother. He has brown hair. I know he exists, and I won’t abandon him.

      Terryn opened her eyes. She faced the closed door, took a deep breath, and slowly exhaled. “Even if I were crazy, I’d rather fly free in the Between than be sane and loved for something I’m not,” she promised, finishing her thought.

      She squeezed her hands into fists and realized she still held the pill bottle. It triggered painful memories. She recalled how scared and angry she’d felt while watching the firefly portal close, leaving her behind. She’d felt so helpless. Deborah had frozen her, prevented her from reaching it in time. If she’d known how to control her magic then, that would have never happened. She never wanted to feel like that again, yet here she was, feeling like she had no control. All those thoughts she’d sent away on leaves earlier came back in full force now. They rose through her and burned. They were connected to her. They were her. They were her magic. Her power rose into her throat.

      She expelled it on a breath of a word. “No!”

      The bottle trembled and glowed. Heat spread across Terryn’s fist, and light shot from the gaps between her fingers. She opened her hand. A small, pulsating ball of light rested on her palm where the pill bottle had been a moment before.

      It’s magic. I just did magic like what Deborah said. Terryn felt like she had as a kid learning how to swing. Her first couple of leg pumps hadn’t worked, but then a few did. She didn’t really know what she had done that made it work. It just felt right.

      The pulsating ball looked like a firefly. Maybe this is the way to get out of this nightmare. Maybe I can make a gateway like the imp creatures did when they came to get Trigg. Terryn focused on the magic. She poured her emotions into it as if dumping paper into a fire. The ball brightened and stopped pulsating. It burned so hot, Terryn pulled her hand away on a hunch. The light hung suspended in air.

      It’s working! A thrill of excitement pulsed through her, but she kept it under control. This was her chance to escape. The nuns expected her to be at school until the school called to verify her illness. She didn’t know when she’d get another chance like this to escape.  Now for the next step. Terryn formed an image in her mind similar to the opening she’d seen the Divided imps use the night Trigg left. As if in response to her thoughts, the light popped like hot grease and fizzled. The smell of sulfur tickled Terryn’s nose. The light ate through the air, leaving behind a gap. As it expanded, its edges glowed and curled like burnt paper. After a moment, Terryn realized she could see the waving grass of the Between on the other side.

      Within a minute, a golden gateway formed and grew until it was big enough for her to walk through.

      Ryan’s voice struck her from behind. “Leaving me again, Terryn?” It wasn’t completely Ryan’s voice. It seemed to echo, but the sadness in it still tore at her heart.

      She turned. “Ryan! No, I’m not leaving you, but Trigg—he needs me.”

      Ryan moved across the room in a second. He cupped her face and leaned in. An intense spark sent her heart hammering.

      “I need you, Ter,” Ryan pleaded, his voice thick. It echoed again as if coming from all directions. He kissed her forehead, eyes closed, then slowly dragged his lips along her skin. He kissed her temple and then her cheek and then her nose.

      Terryn’s eyes closed. This isn’t right. But . . . Tingles skirted up and down her body. I really shouldn’t. She tilted her neck and drew a ragged breath. I like him, but . . .

      “Stop!” Terryn whispered. She grabbed his waist and pushed. She opened her eyes. “Something is wrong. I know what’s wrong. Trigg is missing from each memory.”

      She drew back, but Ryan held her hand. His still eyes closed, he said, “I wish you hadn’t made me do this, Terryn.”

      His eyes flicked open, revealing inky black orbs. No white, no iris, no pupil. Just black. Terryn’s heart stopped.

      “You’re the Blight!”

      “I told you to keep taking your medicine,” he said, the echo making Terryn’s stomach twist. “It blocked your magic, which kept you safe from my lesser self. But now, you leave me no choice.”

      A white mist burst from behind Ryan and enveloped them. It began filling in the portal, which sparked and sizzled in response to the interfering magic. It looked like the same mist that had been blocking her thoughts earlier today. Rage flashed through Terryn as she understood Ryan’s manipulations.

      She yanked her hand away from his. “It was you?” she yelled. “This whole time? Why would you think that’s okay? To block my magic!”

      “Because I love you.”

      “You don’t put people you love in a box!” Terryn swung her fist and punched Ryan—or whatever used to be him—in the face. It stumbled backward, holding its jaw. Blood leaked down its chin.

      Terryn fled through the portal opening, which snapped closed behind her.
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            The Queen Mother

          

        

      

    

    
      Trigg walked into the atrium at the queen’s palace that served as the commanders’ dining hall. The tall stone walls met a vaulted ceiling made of glass. Millions of stars shone through the eight-pointed pinwheel window. On the walls, large torches shed warm light throughout the giant room. Nearly a hundred creatures—elves, sylphs, goblins, imps, fauns, buffalo creatures like Storm, and lizard-headed people like Lemrick and then the occasional dur’dalis and gnome—crowded long oak tables, which filled the room. They talked and laughed with their table mates while drinking and eating from the shared platters and cast-iron pots. No one noticed him.

      As the only sentient from Earth, the sight made Trigg feel very alone. But, taking a deep breath, he quashed the urge to leave and instead headed toward the table in the front where Murdoch had saved a spot for him. The goblin laughed with a nearby lizard creature. Black hues darkened its otherwise blue scales.

      The joviality aggravated Trigg. He had been up since dawn practicing his forms. Then, when he’d finished that, he’d switched to spell-weaving. It’d been weeks since his first magic lesson with Murdoch. Trigg was much better now, but he still worried he wouldn’t be good enough. Murdoch had made the consequences of failure crystal clear.

      “This is the world of real nightmares, kid,” he’d said a few days ago when Trigg had gotten frustrated with a particularly difficult weave. “Even if you survive the tournament, there’s still plenty of things that want to kill you in the dream world.”

      When Trigg had made a sarcastic remark about that being a crappy participation ribbon, Murdoch just shrugged. “Welcome to your worst nightmare, kid. Buck up. You’re not dead yet.”

      Trigg slipped onto the bench next to Murdoch. He grabbed a bowl and filled it with stew from one of the pots. Purple potatoes and green carrot-looking veggies floated in the dark gravy along with brown meat. He’d long ago gotten used to how the colors of certain things were different from their earthen counterparts. The important parts were still the same. They smelled delicious and tasted even better as the stew slid down his throat. He followed it with a hot and crispy crescent roll and a long swig of a drink that tasted like apple cider.

      When he’d finished, a goblin—one of the others in training most likely—came by and grabbed his dirty dishes. Not in the mood to talk, but also not particularly in a hurry to leave since he had nowhere else to go, Trigg slumped on the bench and wove a simple energy spell. He sent the magic into the dream-mite-tiled floor between his booted ankles. As the magic touched the creatures, each tiny skull head bounced out of the floor and pushed into Trigg’s hand, like a cat headbutting its human for pets. The game made Trigg feel less grumpy until Murdoch saw what he was doing and told him to stop.

      “They’ve got a job to do,” the goblin said. “They’re not your play toys.”

      Trigg released the spell and was about to stalk away and find a corner to play with the mites when he overheard what the lizard was saying to someone across the table.

      “Prince Ephialtes, I heard my cousin on my hatchling side captured an entire United squad, including one of their commanders,” the lizard hissed. “She should be here within the week, just in time for the festival.”

      The elf laughed. “That’s the best news I’ve heard all month, Shozou. Nothing like beheading a few United soldiers as my first action as the queen’s new champion.”

      He’s Prince Ephialtes? Behead who? Trigg’s gaze jerked to the elf who he immediately recognized as the one from the training grounds. Now, instead of being covered in sweat and showing off his muscles, he wore tightly fitting pants and a black dress shirt with silver embroidery stitched in a fancy pattern over his chest, encircling his arms down to his lacy cuffs. His cropped brown hair curled perfectly around his pointed ears.

      So he’s the Queen’s son, Trigg thought. The one for whom the tournament rules had been changed. Before Trigg came to Imperious Nox, he would have thought the elf was the coolest-looking being. But after patrolling the sleeper fields and seeing the dreams of sentients, he recognized the spoiled air of privilege that permeated the elf. He carried himself with the kind of confidence that only came from being born in a royal court, and his outer beauty suffered for it. Yet, beauty didn’t matter when it came to sword fighting especially if he could control a drakkon like Murdoch had said.

      “Seems I remember a similar fate befalling the last Queen’s Champion,” Shozou said and touched his claw to his forehead. “Somnia En’pace.”

      Trigg studied the elf from the corner of his vision while pretending to eat his dinner.

      “The last champion didn’t have a drakkon,” Ephialtes scoffed. “Besides, my mother would never allow anything like that to happen to me.”

      “Yet, you’re entered in the tournament? Do you expect similar treatment should you lose?” Shozou gave him a sly look.

      “Don’t worry, my slimy friend,” the elf gloated, not seeing the lizard’s look as Trigg had. “The rules have changed, and my victory is inevitable. The tournament is a mere formality to prove my rightful place at her side.”

      Trigg inwardly shook his head and wished he could stab the elf right now for being an overly confident git. The elf must be pretty unobservant to miss the sarcastic tone in the lizard’s voice. Perhaps Trigg could use that to his advantage. He just needed to get close enough to absorb the elf’s weaves without getting eaten by the drakkon. If he could do that, even if it was the final, to-the-death round of the tournament, Trigg might just have a chance at winning.

      A pleased feeling rose in Trigg’s chest. More than just winning for his sister, it would be satisfying to beat Ephialtes. He would be one candidate Trigg would not feel bad about killing if he must.

      Suddenly, conversation throughout the hall stopped, and heads turned toward the far wall. The beat or two of silence was followed by a chorus of chairs scraping the floor as everyone in the hall rose to their feet.

      Trigg stayed seated. He scanned the edge of the room, searching for what would have caused everyone to stop eating. In the far corner, he found a doorway guarded by two fauns. Golden embroidery ran the length of their red, woolen jackets, the cuffs of which were hemmed with lace. He could have sworn that door and those fauns had not been there when he first walked into the room. He looked behind him to the thick oak doors he’d originally come through. Right, he thought. That had been the only door.

      The sound of hinges groaning drew his attention back to the new door in the corner. The torches on either side cast shadows as the figure of a woman filled the opening. Okay, those definitely weren’t there a moment ago. Several sentients closest to the door inclined their heads as the woman stepped into the room.

      Trigg choked back a gasp. The shadows followed her, shrouding her face and body. The way the darkness churned around her sent waves of apprehension through Trigg. It was as if she’d harnessed the very essence of nightmares and forced it into the cut of a simple garment that accentuated her curves, cascading over her hips to her ankles.

      Murdoch gave Trigg a knowing smirk and then grabbed him under his arm and pulled him upright.

      “You must stand for the Mother of the Night, Queen of Shadows and All That in Darkness Lies,” he hissed under his breath.

      Trigg let himself be pulled up. By the time he stood, the queen positioned herself behind a table with three ornate chairs that faced the other tables. Glazed china plates and cups gleamed in the magical light, except the dishes nearest the queen. They remained dark.

      The queen surveyed the room. When her shadowy gaze reached Trigg’s table, she spoke.

      “Come, my children. Join me.” The queen’s arms stayed on her chair, yet her shadow gestured toward the empty chairs on either side of her.

      Prince Ephialtes scooted his chair back, plopped a napkin on the table, and went to stand beside the queen.

      The room’s energy grew expectant as several beings searched the faces around them. Trigg wondered who was supposed to sit in the remaining chair. Scanning the table revealed no other beings that looked like an elf. A few older elves and a dwarf, dressed in armor like Rizzo, sat at the opposite end of the table, but none of them were young enough to be considered her sons. At least, he didn’t think so.

      They stared back at him. Embarrassed, Trigg looked away and then realized everyone else at the table, everyone else in the room, was looking at him. Including the queen.

      Murdoch cleared his throat and then leaned over and whispered, “She means you, Earth boy.”

      Trigg choked with surprise. “No. I don’t have parents.”

      “She is the Queen Mother,” Murdoch adamantly whispered. “It doesn’t matter if your parents were frogs. When she tells you to do something, you jump!”

      “But I’m not her kid,” Trigg whispered back, hunched to reach the goblin’s ear. “I’m nobody special.”

      “But you are special, my son, Trigg’nath, Lost Prince of Earth,” the queen replied, as if Trigg had voiced his protest to her directly. “You and your sister. Twins born in the Ninth Sector under the sign of Gemini.”

      Her voice carried a melodic note, so personal that Trigg thought she’d spoken for his benefit until he saw the shocked expression on Murdoch’s face. Similar looks adorned the faces of their table mates, and Ephialtes’ eyes bulged out of their sockets.

      “No way.” Trigg stood firm and shook his head. The sapphire medallion hanging from his neck burned as the queen’s words continued in his head:

      “Did you ever wonder why it was that you became wo’ken? Living on the only planet hidden behind the veil, how could that even be possible? Did you ever think that the reason why you and your sister didn’t fit in had nothing to do with being orphans, but because you didn’t belong there in the first place?”

      Trigg stuttered and fell back onto the bench. The queen pressed on. “No. You didn’t think. Because in a world where magic is ridiculed as a pretend game for children, how could it be possible that maybe, just maybe, your parents were from another world? A world of magic.”

      The queen flung out her hands. Smoke billowed from her and crawled along the ceiling like monsters, turning the torches they passed into jets of flame. Her voice echoed around the atrium. “A world where all your dreams come true. Even your worst nightmares. Come, Trigg’nath, Son of the Dark Queen, Second City Candidate of the Festival of Lights, and claim your birthright.”

      Trigg opened and closed his mouth. He pushed back his chair and stood. His napkin fell to the floor. All eyes watched him. He couldn’t get his feet to move. They were cement blocks of indecision. The chain burned his neck, and the medallion’s weight took on new meaning.

      He examined the queen, imagining Terryn’s light-blue eyes through the shadows. Under his scrutiny, the shadows parted, revealing the queen’s pale face. Short platinum-colored hair framed her heart-shaped face of ivy skin. Straight red lips underlined a short nose, and her eyes—they were just like Terryn’s. Her gaze pierced him to his core.

      Memories swirled in his head like shattered reflections. Not complete memories but shades of the resulting emotions of every time he’d ever looked at Terryn. Been proud of her. Hated her. Loved her. It was all there in the queen’s knowing look. He tried to make sense of what his life meant up till now. It could not be true that the queen was his mother. Someone made a mistake. Someone had to be lying.

      His throat tightened as if he were choking on cotton. Heat rippled from his neck, then down his arms and sides. The walls constricted around him, graying his peripheral vision.

      He clutched his chest as his thoughts slurred and slowed like a mental molasses. Ducking his head, he managed to speak. The words that came from his mouth sounded hoarse and grated.

      “Excuse me. I need to—”

      Without waiting, because if he did he might faint, he stumbled backward. When his back encountered the first table in the rows of tables, he clutched at it and pivoted. His back turned to the head table, he made his decision. He focused on the exit and ran.

      Murmurs of disbelief rippled through the room. “Fool boy,” he heard Murdoch shout through the babble as he reached the door.

      The queen’s amused laugh chased him from the room, into the cobbled hall. Around his ankles, the dream mites stirred like dust in his wake. Her voice filled his head as he fled into the hallways.

      “I am your past, your present, and your future,” she taunted. “You cannot hide from me, little prince.”
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      Terryn breathed deep and exhaled. She was in the Between. The place outside of the stream of time and in between the dimension gateways. Floral wisps and earthy loam smells of the Between’s streambed mixed in the air.

      Leaves rustled in the wind.

      Leaves? Trees didn’t grow in the Between. It was a land of flat, rolling plains of grass, scrub bushes, and flowers. Terryn looked behind her. A curled tree trunk wrapped in silvery, knotted bark rose from where the portal had just closed. The twinkling stars shimmered through the silver tree branches and emerald leaves that unfurled above her, sheltering her from their alluring songs. She touched the tree, half expecting her fingertips to pass through it, Terryn marveled at its beauty. Instead, the trunk hummed with energy as if all of life were contained within its center. As she stroked the uneven bark, her hand warmed, and her memories from Imperious Nox—training with Derrik, fighting the zen’nacht in the stream and how she’d saved her dad—returned to her.

      She was surprised to find the pain of that memory had lessened. At least now, she better understood why he’d reacted the way he had. He didn’t want to know the future, but she’d shown him anyways. What had he done with the knowledge that he would abandon his future children, she wondered. Had he made a different decision? Decided to keep them? She didn’t think so, based on the fact that she still had memories of growing up at the Children’s Home. Her heart ached. Yet, a part of her still hoped he would change his future, her past. She still didn’t fully understand how the stream worked, so perhaps there was still a chance he’d decided to do what was best for her and Trigg instead of just himself.

      There was only one way to know.

      She would use the stream to travel to that point in time and find out for herself.

      Slinging her bag onto her shoulder, Terryn walked back to the stream bank. She saw the gateways of Imperious Nox on the streambed across the way. On her side, the banks curved allowing her to view the gateways on her side of the stream showed wisps of sylphs flying through trees.

      She began walking in the direction of where she thought the fork had branched off from Earth’s gateways. The activity stretched her legs and warmed her muscles. Using the tree as her point of reference, she walked for about twenty minutes upstream before she reached the fork where the stream split the gateways to the sylphs’ world and Earth’s.

      She took a quick break, dribbling her fingers in the blue water that reflected the twinkling sky. Then, with a careful exhale, she dove into the stream. This time, she didn’t hesitate to breathe in the water. Down, down, down, she sank, past woody foliage and dozens of purple goldfish that darted in and out of the plants’ long roots. The starlight pierced the surface and speckled the sandy bottom with light that seemed to dance with joy. Not unlike the same joy of the Porta Septimi.

      Terryn smiled. She surveyed the stream with new eyes. This was her place. The neon-green plants, sandy streambed, and purple goldfish gave her a sense of belonging. Regardless of what happened, she could rely on them to be the same. She’d come so far since the first time she’d accidentally fallen into the stream after Trigg’s sleep study. She’d fought the eels to protect Derrik and escaped Ryan by purposely entering the stream where now she could travel to the point in time her parents had abandoned her. If they knew what would happen to her and Trigg by leaving them, then surely they would agree to stay together and be a family.

      The current pushed her, but she curled her toes in her sneakers and braced herself against it. Surveying the banks, she understood how she’d ended up going down the wrong branch of the stream. The gateways under the left bank changed from showing scenes of humans from Earth to portals of sylphs flying through treetops in their unique world. The Earth gateways started back up across the fork, on the branch’s new left side. She’d simply missed the turn before.

      Now that she knew what to look for, the changing of scenes in the gateways, that wasn’t going to happen again. She drew in a watery breath and sang the notes to weave her dream bubble. A golden film surrounded her. It only took her a moment to maneuver the bubble onto the correct branch and head down the stream with Earth’s gateways.

      As gateways flashed by, she tried to plan what she was going to say to her mom. She didn’t really want to see Derrik again. Not because she was still mad at him, but because now she realized that she’d overreacted. Her face grew hot as she remembered how she’d yelled at him. Looking back now, she realized he couldn’t have known he was going to be her dad. She hadn’t even been born yet. Heck, he probably hadn’t even met her mom yet.

      What am I even going to say to her? she wondered as she zoomed past the gateways. I think I would like a hug to start and then I want her to tell me why.

      The number of gateways showing her memories from her younger childhood increased. There was fourth grade and that terrible haircut. There was the foster fail family from third grade. Next were second grade summer nights playing capture the flag. Then, the first day of kindergarten. The first time she and Trigg had ridden the bus and realized their home life was different from the other kids.

      Mentally, she slowed the bubble down and watched the seasons change on the front lawn three more times.

      Then she saw them. Derrik and her mom. Her mom had blonde hair just like Terryn’s. They walked up the main path to the Children’s Home. Her mom carried them both, and Derrik clutched a pack-n-play. She’d found the gateway.

      It’s true, she realized. What I see in my visions is true.

      The emotions from her fight with Derrik resurfaced, and her throat tightened. She watched the scene play out through the gateway. She remembered what they were saying. Her mom slumped over, crying. Derrik stood above her, his hand resting on her shoulder. It didn’t look like Derrik had done anything to change the vision. She and Trigg were still going to be abandoned. The bubble shimmered around her as it pressed into the gateway. A kaleidoscope of color appeared, letting her know she was entering that scene on Earth. However, her anger at Derrik, his failure to change—now that he did know her—intensified.

      How could he do that to me? He knows me now. Why?

      The bubble flickered. Startled, Terryn performed her focus routine in an attempt to calm herself. Yet, the feelings of betrayal were too overwhelming. She lost control of her magic. The bubble flickered again and popped.

      She slipped and grabbed for the stone gateway but missed. Without the protection of the bubble, the current swept her away.

      No! She struggled against the strong current. She tried curling into a ball, hoping her weight would slow her enough to sink to the bottom of the stream. No luck. The current pulled her along. It churned around her, sending bubbles to the surface.

      I was so close, she thought as the current dragged her past more gateways.

      This time, she saw herself in the portals. She and Trigg played together on the front lawn of the Children’s Home.

      Their first day of kindergarten.

      Christmas and getting a used American doll when she was seven.

      Then at a summer picnic in middle school.

      Trigg’s first heart attack freshman year. Then flashes of doctor visits and the sleep clinic.

      Then the battle on the front lawn of the Children’s Home. She saw herself collapse as the firefly portal closed. De’nah Deborah scooped her up and carried her through another portal to Imperious Nox.

      Then, the current swept her past that, and the scenes shifted. They darkened. It was like looking through smoky glass. Unease spread through her.

      As fast as the current had taken her, it slowed. Terryn took a deep breath of water and sank to the streambed. The closest gateway was pitch black as if she were staring at a dark cell phone screen. Her unease grew. Was there something wrong on Earth? Was this what gateways looked like when they closed?

      Terryn swam to the closest one. Alighting next to the entrance, she leaned over and touched the black portal. Her fingers stung. She jerked back. Then she slowly reached out again and tapped the gateway. It was freezing. Before it had burned like fire. She pressed her palm onto the surface and pushed slightly, searching for the rainbow of lights that showed the way.

      Nothing. Still black.

      “The key. You needest the key,” a voice hissed beside her. Terryn jumped and wove a simple ball of flame above her hand. The light revealed a green zen’nacht eel undulating in the water behind her. Terryn sighed with relief. She recognized it as the one who’d helped her save Derrik. Now, it watched the gateway with apprehension.

      “What is the key?” Terryn asked.

      It turned its beady red eyes to her. “No one remembers,” the eel hissed.

      Terryn rolled her eyes. “You’re so helpful.”

      “You are the wanderer. You’s supposed to know the key. It is howz you pass through a locked gate.”

      “Yes, I understand what a key does,” Terryn said dryly. She surveyed the stream, trying to figure out her options. She could see silhouettes of the purple fish darting through the plants. Normally, they’d disappear when the eels arrived, but the fish weren’t out in the open like they normally would be if there was no danger at all.

      Are they hiding because of the eel or the gateway? Terryn wondered.

      The eel seemed nonthreatening, but its long body was tightly coiled in fear, so Terryn kept the fireball burning in her palm. Something was definitely wrong. She returned to examining the gateway. Terryn lifted the fireball to the gateway’s black surface. Its light filtered through the opening and revealed a patch of manicured green grass. To the side, Terryn caught a glimpse of what looked like a wrought iron fence.

      She sang a few notes, and the fireball doubled in size. The brighter light revealed more grass, but now there were opaque forms beyond the edge of the light.

      This is definitely not right. I need to see more. Flicking her wrist, she pushed the fireball upward until it floated right above the gateway. She sang another note, and the flame grew again. The action cast her and the eel in shadow, making it easier to see the bizarre sight. She was looking at the front lawn of the Children’s Home.

      On its grassy expanse, where she’d played countless games of capture the flag on summer nights, were dozens of people standing in rows. A thin fog surrounded them and curled around the waists of several of the closest people. Beyond people in everyday Earth clothes, there were also other beings wearing armor worn by the United soldiers. The closest was a faun with two horns curling out of its helmet. It wore a parted red jacket over a metal breastplate.

      What in the world? Worry tightened Terryn’s throat. It was a sleeper field. Except it shouldn’t be on Earth.

      A girl with familiar curly black hair walked by in jeans and a T-shirt. Dark veins streaked down the sides of her face and neck. She carried a flashlight and shined it along the perimeter of the last row of people.

      “Keegan! No!” Terryn gasped. “What’s she doing here? She was supposed to be adopted.” Terryn lunged into the gateway and slammed it with her fist. Freezing pain shot up her arm, but Terryn didn’t care. The clear barrier reverberated but stayed solid.

      At the noise, Keegan turned and shined her flashlight toward Terryn. Just as the light from Terryn’s fireball crossed the gateway, so did the light from Keegan’s flashlight.

      “Gets back!” the eel hissed as the beam swept toward them. It wrapped around Terryn’s wrist and hauled her away from the light that swept through the space where they had just stood.

      “What? Ow! Get off!” Terryn shook her wrist. “Keegan is in trouble.”

      The eel tightened its grip and pulled her farther upstream.

      “No! Let me go!” Terryn struggled, but it held her firm. “She’s covered in black stuff.”

      “It’s the Blight! The Blight is on Earth. Yous must come. You must find the key!”

      “Of course it’s the Blight! Let go! I need to go back! I need to save them. Who cares about a stupid key!” Terryn spread her hands to slow herself, but the eel dragged her through the water like a tugboat.

      “You want to help your friend? Then you must come with usses now,” the eel hissed as it frantically pulled her along. They passed more black gateways as they went. “You can’t go back without the key. You must first reverses and exit’es at the fall.”

      Terryn relaxed, realizing she wasn’t going to get free until she reasoned with the ridiculous creature. “Okay. Say I believe you. How the hell am I supposed to do that? You’re making no sense.”

      “Stupid wanderer. We’s told you already.”

      “No, you didn’t. Every time I see you, you’re generally busy trying to bite my head off.”

      The eel snorted a water bubble, which floated upward, and began reciting a verse that sounded vaguely familiar.

      
        
        The key to all of time and space

        is to reverse the entrance at the fall.

        Hiss hiss hissy hiss hiss

        hiss hiss hissy hiss hiss

        The master of light and dark

        will know the way

        to split the path so all

        may pass beyond the wall.

        Hiss hiss hissy hiss hiss

        hiss hiss hissy hiss hiss

        Into the image, divine was sung:

        The watcher to guard,

        a warrior to gird, and

        a walker to guide

        the righteousness.

        The wanderer grieves for all.

        Never forget, when the time comes,

        the trick is to reverse and exit at the fall.

        Hiss hiss hissy hiss hiss

        hiss hiss hissy hiss hiss

      

      

      Terryn stopped struggling as she listened to the eel’s scratchy voice. The memory of when she’d first heard it came back to her. The first time she’d entered the stream—the first time she’d met the eels.

      “Right,” Terryn said as the eel finished. “You told me that right before your slimy friend bit off my toe, so you’ll have to forgive me for forgetting. But I still have no idea what that means.”

      “Follow me and I will show you,” the eel replied.

      “Why?” Terryn crossed her arms. “Why should I trust you? You ate my toe.”

      The eel snorted again. “Burgen ate your toe. You sent that part of us beyond the final gates. Do not complain to me about toeses.”

      “Right, so I killed you . . .” Terryn hesitated and amended her phrase. “All your friends. Why are you helping me?”

      The eel floated up until it was at eye level with her. Then, it swished around behind her back. Startled, Terryn spun to keep the eel in front of her. His red eyes were intimidating, but his needle-shaped white teeth were what she wanted in her sight.

      “We are the zen’nacht. Breakers of the mind, we are so named. But it is nots all. We guard the edges between the dimensions. It is this place that breaks the mind. We keep those who would cross the borders from entering. Only wanderers, such as you, are permitted to enter the stream. Yet even then, should they stay too long, eventually cracks appear.”

      As the eel spoke, a deep rumble grew around the streambed. Terryn looked beyond the eel and didn’t see anything unusual except for the black gateways. They looked like dark black eyes glaring through the water. The back of her neck tingled, and goosebumps spread down her arms. It felt as if a maleficent being was spying on them.

      Danger, danger! her senses screamed. Terryn took a slow breath to calm her escalating heartbeat and focused on what the eel was saying.

      “The gateways on Earth have become black in this sector. It meanses the Blight has infected those on Earth. Soon it will absorb a wanderer and spread into the stream, where it can bypass the veil and travel to all the other worlds.”

      Terryn gulped, processing what the eel had told her. Was it just her, or had the water gotten colder?

      The eel continued, “You are the only wanderer to enter the stream this millennium. If you will not travel beyond the final gate, then you must find the key to defeat the Blight before it absorbs you.”

      “So let me get this straight. A big scary monster is about to invade your home, and I’m the only one who can stop it?”

      “Yess.” The eel swished around her again, causing her to move backward. The rumbling got louder. “If you’s become absorbed by the Blight, then it will have your abilities. It will escape the veil through the stream and devour all the worlds.”

      The eel trailed off as the rumbling grew louder. The purple goldfish darted in different directions.

      The noise amplified her anxiety. “I don’t want to save anything. I want to find my parents. If I can get back to them and convince them to keep us, then maybe Trigg would never become sick, we would stay on Earth, and none of this would have happened.”

      Suddenly, Terryn realized the purple goldfish weren’t just darting haphazardly. They were retreating the way they had come. They formed a huge wall of purple glinting scales and fins. Her eyes widened.

      Above the water’s surface, the twilight sky was darker than normal. Farther down the stream, back the way they’d come, a dark thunderhead advanced on them. Through the distorted water’s surface, she saw something strike the stream bank above the water. Directly below the strike, nestled into the bank, was the top of the nearest stone archway.

      A ring of crackling electricity dug into the earth around the stones like thick cables. As if jumping a dead car battery, the coils hissed and buzzed and then the gateway’s black entrance flickered. Another electric buzz traveled through the water. Terryn watched in horror as the gateway flickered back to life.

      An army of undead soldiers stood at its opening, waiting to march into the stream. At their front stood Ryan. His skin was pale white with dark veins creeping up his neck to his cheekbones.

      He raised his hands. Terryn saw his mouth move. The ground shook again, and this time, a jet of black lightning struck the bank above the gateway. More coils of electricity joined the others. Ryan thrust his hands above his head, as if lifting an invisible force.

      Another lightning strike hit the top of the bank, but this time, it hooked onto the bank like a thick black cable. A tremor reverberated through the stream, sending a wave of a current that knocked Terryn to her knees. She dug her hands into the sand and grabbed near the roots of one of the plants. The eel curled itself around her ankle. Not a moment too soon. A second shockwave ripped past them, pulling Terryn’s feet out from under her.

      Terryn performed her focus exercise, trying to calm herself and call her magic. However, the gateway began to rise out of the water. The coil pulled the gateway out of the stream. Earth and sand piled at its base until a new bank had formed before it.

      The underwater force ceased. Terryn released her hold on the plant and flipped right side up in the water.

      “What in the gates is happening?” Terryn said, using a curse she’d heard the kitchen workers use back in Imperious Nox.

      “We’s do not know,” the eel replied. “He’s pulled a gateway out of the stream. That will let anyone enter or exit.”

      Terryn swam closer. “What do you mean anyone enter or exit?”

      “The stream and we’s guards the gateways,” the eel whispered in her ear. “The gate is out, so now any can enter.”
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            Still Falling

          

        

      

    

    
      Ryan and his army hadn’t moved. The stone arch looked black and muddy.

      Wordlessly, Ryan waved his hands and wove a spell. A dark, nearly opaque bubble encircled him. Stepping forward, Ryan pushed hard against the barrier. He didn’t move—as if the gateway itself was resisting his unholy presence. But after a few long moments, the barrier weakened under his pressure and Ryan push through. A rainbow of lights splayed along the muddy stone, letting Terryn know that it had finally opened. It quickly snapped closed behind him, preventing the tainted creatures from following. They stayed at the opening, silent but menacing.

      “Terryn!” Ryan called out across the stream. “I know you’re here. Keegan saw you.” His voice passed through the water. It didn’t echo. He called her name again.

      Terryn took a step forward, wanting a better look. When had the Ryan she remembered turned into this monster?

      “Do’s not answer him!” the eel hissed adamantly.

      “Answer me!” Ryan shouted at the stream. “It’s been over a week since you left Earth, but I know you are hiding in the water. I can feel your energy. You are a sun among the stars in my vision. Everything I’ve done. The monster I’ve become, I did it all for you. Please don’t leave again until I can explain.”

      Sadness squeezed Terryn’s chest. He had become this because of her? That was not what she expected to happen when she left Earth to rescue Trigg. Ryan was supposed to forget her, just like everyone else had forgotten Trigg. So, what had turned him into this? Something had gone wrong. Ryan still remembered her.

      “Terryn?” Ryan fell to his knees. “Please? Answer me. The first time you left, no one remembered who you were except me. It was like I had this entire other life that only I knew.”

      He looked up. The starlight reflected in soulless onyx eyes. She could remember when they were brown and warm. The memory of them filled her with regret. She had been so happy when those eyes had looked at her. How she had wanted to kiss him. She could feel that chemistry now. His lips on hers. It pulled at her midsection—like a familiar warning. One she ignored.

      Yet, if Ryan still remembered her, then perhaps the real Ryan was still deep within this creature. Could she save him?

      Before she could fully process the thought, her feet moved, and suddenly she was pushing through the water. Her feet scrambled against the sandy bottom and then slipped on the pebbles lining the bank. Terryn leaned over to dog crawl the remaining feet up the slope until she came out of the water up to her hips. Her blonde hair sent water cascading down her cheeks and neck. Other droplets caught the rays of what little starlight managed to break through the clouds as they dropped into the still stream, surrounding her in ripples. The cold wind from the thunderclouds above raised goosebumps on her arms.

      The eel hissed its displeasure and wrapped around her leg. It raised its head above water like the Loch Ness Monster. “Do not leave’es the stream!” it demanded.

      “Terryn!” Ryan rushed toward her. A wide, warm smile spread across his cheeks, making him look almost like the Ryan she remembered. Except it didn’t reach his eyes.

      Terryn also noticed he was careful not to let the water lapping at the bank touch his shoes. They were black dress shoes. Something she would have never seen him wear on Earth. But neither of them were on Earth now. And he wouldn’t exactly have ever seen her standing in a stream like a wild mermaid with her trusty eel sidekick beside her. The thought caused a bitter burst of laughter to bubble up from her throat.

      “Ryan.”

      “You are here! You came!” He reached out to her. “I missed you! So much. Let me help you.”

      The eel growled. Terryn folded her hands across her stomach. She squeezed tight just to make sure she wasn’t in a dream. The last thing she wanted was to wake up again on Earth. Especially the one she saw in the archway.

      “Stay back!” She didn’t know why beyond the eel’s displeasure and her unease. And the zombie army amassing at the gateway. They didn’t exactly give her the warm and fuzzies.

      Ryan let his hand drop. Seeing a mix of disappointment, anger, and hurt flit across his face, Terryn quickly added, “I mean, I shouldn’t. I’ve missed you, too.”

      She forced herself to look into his black eyes, to see whatever it was he’d become—wishing they would turn back to the soulful brown eyes that belonged to her Ryan.

      “You look different.” She leaned to the side and nodded to crowd of beings that shuffled behind the gateway’s barrier. “You all do. What happened?”

      Ryan recovered his composure. “Of course. I look different.”

      Terryn nodded, still clinging to her midsection.

      “It’s okay. This”—he gestured at himself and the army behind him—“is all for you. When you first disappeared, it was all so bizarre. I woke up the morning after you left expecting to see you at the Ice Cream Shack. But you didn’t come. You weren’t at dinner, either, at the Children’s Home. I got worried. I asked Sister Rachel where you were, and she had no recollection of you. No one else remembered who you were. I thought I was going crazy. We had just kissed, and I knew there was no way I could have invented any of that on my own. I knew you were real, and something, something terrible had happened to you. I refused to forget you, and that’s when I had the first night terror.”

      Terryn felt his sincerity. It tugged at her. She unwound her arms and allowed herself to doubt. “A night terror?” she whispered. A certain understanding made her empathetic. Ryan grimaced, running his hand through his dark hair. A gesture that made him look like her Ryan for another moment.

      “Crazy dreams of running through a plowed field. People lost and wandering through fog. Sounds of fighting. The constant feeling of threat, of fear, of feeling like there is something out there. Knowing that I had lost you. That someone somewhere wasn’t telling me something. The adults were lying. That there was more to the story. And that’s when the blackness came.” A gleam brightened his dark eyes, and a smile lightened his features. He reached behind himself as if he were petting an invisible dog that came to his waist.

      “The blackness? That doesn’t sound good.”

      Ryan brought his hand back and gestured. “No, it was exactly what I needed. It was like that still, small voice in your head. It brought me peace and rest. It gave me the answers, told me about the dream world and how it connects all the other worlds to Earth. It promised me it would help me find you. And here. You. Are.”

      “Wow.”

      Ryan reached out again. “Terryn, please. I have dreamed of you every night since you disappeared. You are the sun of my day, the stars of my night. I have given up so much to find you. Please, join us. I would make you a queen.”

      Terryn’s heart hammered. The water swirled around her, grounding her in the sand. But she felt like she just needed one step—one step and she could fly into a future where she was the center of such love and devotion. What girl didn’t want that? He had obviously made some bad choices, but those had been in pursuit of her. How could she not be impressed by that kind of dedication? If she joined him, joined the Blight, could she be an influence on him for good? She loosened her grip on herself and dipped her fingertips into the water. Letting them drift, she watched the resulting ripples. If she were to go with him, could she save him?

      The eel gave a low growl as if reading her thoughts and then widened its mouth to hiss. Ryan shot it a sharp glare, waved his finger, and a silver muzzle of the luminescent fog wrapped around its mouth. The eel thrashed its tail indignantly but made no sound.

      “Ryan!” Terryn chided, but secretly she was amused. Why hadn’t she thought of doing something like that before? She sang a simple counter spell and waved her hand. The muzzle disappeared. “That was not nice.”

      Ryan shrugged. And, Terryn remembered, he’d never really been nice. That was what she liked about him. He was a bad boy, the person who always spoke his mind and didn’t care what others thought. She studied him, trying to find her Ryan amid the changes. The black veins that snaked around his hairline and curled down his neck were unsettling. But, could she judge? She was hanging out with an eel.

      Ryan met her gaze. After a moment, he blinked and glanced away. The eel growled again and tightened around Terryn’s waist.

      Ryan looked at it and quipped, “This is an A and B conversation.”

      It was a phrase they’d used plenty of times at the Ice Cream Shack. The burst of familiarity, the sign that her Ryan might still be behind those dark eyes, loosened Terryn’s shoulders.

      She laughed. “So C your way outta it!”

      Ryan joined her laughter. Terryn’s smile widen. She’d made him laugh. Perhaps it was possible to change him to be good. The possibilities clicked into place. Except one thing. Terryn’s smile faded.

      “What about Trigg? You know I came here for him. To save him.”

      Ryan nodded. “I am familiar with events as they stand.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He gestured toward the waiting zombies. “I can read their thoughts, have access to their memories. Through them, I was able to locate Trigg.”

      “What?” She took a step closer to the stream bank. “You found Trigg? Is he okay?”

      “He is doing brilliant. He thought you were dead.”

      “Dead? Why would he think that?”

      Ryan smiled. “It’s no matter. You are alive and I’ve found you.” Eagerly, Ryan extended his hand again. “Please, come with me. I don’t want to lose you again. Not now. I will take you to Trigg.”

      Terryn ignored her doubts in exchange for the possibility of being reunited with Trigg. If he could take her to Trigg, then she might be able to save them all from her golden visions. She took a few more steps toward the water’s edge where Ryan’s outstretched hand waited.

      The eel thrashed frantically, but she ignored it. She wanted to find Trigg.

      As their fingers touched, a shockwave emanated from the spot where their hands touched.

      Her golden magic entwined with his black, and a razor-thin force field erupted along the edge of the stream and expanded into the sky. It crackled with energy. The tingling static raised the hairs on Terryn’s skin.

      This was a mistake.

      A deafening slap of thunder shook the sky before lightning struck the gateway. The charged energy erupted into a crackling explosion of blue, silver, and gold on the archway. Black smoke filled the air, and the smell of sulfur clogged Terryn’s nose. She sneezed fiercely. Her hand lost contact with Ryan’s. The eel pulled her back, and she let it move her a few steps away from the chaos until she stopped sneezing.

      When she finished, she saw that Ryan hadn’t even noticed that she’d pulled away. He stared enraptured by the stormy sky above and the gateway partially covered with smoke. The ground rumbled beneath them and then undulated like a bucking horse.

      Terryn and the eel were jostled by the resulting waves. Ryan kept his footing on the bank, despite the heaving ground. It gave Terryn the creeps, but her unease turned to dread when Ryan, his face beaming, raised his hands to the sky and sang a deep, staccato spell in time with the thunderclaps.

      “What are you doing?” Terryn screamed, but the wind whipped her words away. Ryan was doing something horrible, and it was her fault. She was going to be sick. She scrambled back up the stream bank, but the eel stopped her. It wrapped its cold, thick body around her, pinning her legs together.

      “It’s too lates,” it hissed. “You must stay in the stream.”

      “No!” Terryn cried, struggling against the eel, but it held her fast. She was just able to stay erect in the waves. Above them, bright flashes of light illuminated the swirling clouds.

      More blue lightning shot down from the sky and connected to Ryan’s uplifted palms. He moved his outstretched hands in a circle, brought his palms together—facing outward—and thrust them toward the gate. Another bolt struck. But this time, the lightning mimicked Ryan’s motions and sped toward the gate. It hit the center of the opening with a peel of thunder. A deep crack shattered the opening like glass. The undulating ground caused the pieces to fall into a heap. Terryn flinched as the force shot several chunks of glass through the air. As they fell, they reflected small rainbows in the smoke before splashing into the stream.

      “Crap!” Terryn yelped as a chunk the size of a basketball just missed her head. “What is happening?”

      The words erupted into a plane of silence, startling Terryn by how loud they echoed across the now-still, grassy ground. As quickly as the chaos started, it stopped. Silent flashes of lightning still pulsed above in the dark clouds, but there was no more thunder.

      “He breakess the gateway!” the eel hissed, its words almost a whisper near her ear. “Looks.”

      The mass of zombie-like sentients passed through in a steady shuffle. Like regimented soldiers, they spread out along the bank. A dark, charcoal fog with glints of silver swirled around their feet. Like a sleeper field. She imagined this was something much more hideous and somehow her fault. She had been tricked.

      Ryan threw back his head and reached toward the fractured sky. None of the soul stars were visible. He laughed at the heavens. The sound was that of pure joy, of victory.

      Terryn clenched her fists and turned sideways. She could almost reach Ryan with a spell. If only this stupid eel would stop pinning her. “Let me go,” she demanded.

      “No’s more touching!”

      Terryn gave one sharp nod. “Agreed. Just ass-kicking.” She narrowed her eyes at Ryan who was still crowing with joy.

      “No’s fighting either! You wills not win.” The eel kept its grip. “He has you beat. You have no keys. You have no dur’dalis wind casters. You are a wanderer, not a warrior.”

      Terryn’s shoulders slumped. The eel was right. Despair spread through her as a new thought occurred to her.

      “How am I supposed to get back? He’s blocked all the gateways.”

      Her words must have reached Ryan, because he looked over his shoulder, back toward the stream.

      Turning and walking to her, he said, “Terryn? My dear. What are you doing?” He seemed genuinely puzzled. He reached out his hand, but like before, he was careful to keep his shoes out of the water. “Come out from that wretched water and get dry.”

      Now Terryn was glad the eel was restraining her. She wished she could pull Ryan into the stream.

      “You tricked me!” she told him. “You broke a gateway. You scared away the stars, and I can’t hear their music. Why would you do that!” She was shouting by the last sentence.

      “Terry, you don’t understand,” Ryan said. “I have freed Earth. Thanks to your touch, I was able to find the frequency that barred us at the gate. I reversed the barrier. I have freed us, and we will now take back that which is rightfully ours.” A fervent light glistened in Ryan’s black eyes. “Please, Terryn. Daughter of Earth. Join us. Become our queen.”

      Terryn sank into the stream. “No. This was my fault.”

      “I am in your debt,” Ryan replied. “The Blight has fulfilled its promise to me, that it would help me find you, and now I must fulfill my promise to it. To help others finally find the peace I have found by defeating death.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I have not just broken a single gateway but torn the veil that blocked the Blight,” Ryan exalted. “Soon, we will regain our former glory.” He extended his hand. “Please, Terryn. I owe this all to you. Please, come out of the stream. Join me. You would become my queen. I would have no one but you.”

      Terryn stared at his outstretched hand, heartbroken.

      This Ryan was not the same Ryan she remembered. He was not the boy who had spent summer nights playing with her on the Children’s Home lawn. Or laughed at her jokes or cried with her when another foster family hadn’t worked out. That Ryan, while aloof with people in general, would never have taken advantage of her trust like this one had.

      She looked at this new Ryan, his dark eyes, the pale skin, and saw him for who he truly was instead of what she wanted him to be. She’d wanted him to be her old Ryan, but that’s not who he was anymore. She didn’t know this person. Whatever he’d chosen to become, he wasn’t her Ryan anymore. A deep sadness spread through her. She grieved for the happy future they might have had. But now there was just darkness. How had this happened?

      Tears pinched the corner of her eyes. She understood his pain and his sorrow at losing her. She had lost him, too. But, he’d chosen an evil path to deal with the darkness inside of him and had somehow attracted the worst kind. That was not something she could control. It was not her fault he had become a monster. She let the tears drip down her cheeks.

      “Ryan, I’ve chosen a different path. This is my home”—she gestured to the stream and fractured sky above her—“and you’re ruining it. If you ever cared for me at all, please leave and give all these people back their lives.”

      Ryan threw back his head and cackled. “You will join me one way or another. This is my domain now. Sooner or later, I will figure out how to enter the stream and then everything will belong to me. Better for you to come out on your own.”

      “Never. I will not let that happen.”

      For whatever reason, he and his army couldn’t pass into the stream. Yet, the zombie soldiers spread between each dark gateway as far as she could see. The entrances into the dream stream were now blocked. The Blight had returned, and right now she was the only thing standing between it and infinite domination. This was bigger than just her finding Trigg or her parents. She needed help.

      The eel slithered around Terryn’s waist. She started; she’d forgotten about it. Its body warmed to hers like a wet swimsuit. She touched it, and a burst of electricity spread through her core.

      The eel lifted its head to her ear and hissed, “The time has come to reverse and exit at the fall.”

      Its words reverberated through her, and this time she understood what she had to do. She bowed her head and cried. Cried for the terrible childhood both she and Trigg and Ryan had. Cried for the boy she could have loved. Golden swirls formed on the water’s surface where her tears fell. The water began to churn and bubble. Terryn ran through her focus exercise, then sang a spell, melodic and harsh, mirroring her grief and anger.

      As she sang, the stream swirled faster. Above her, the clouds twisted into a funnel that fell around her and the eel.

      She lost herself in the music. The notes came by instinct, a strong melody that rang true.

      A gap appeared in the clouds and revealed the twilight sky. The stars cast their soft light down on her. Was it her imagination or were they joining in her song, guiding her notes and harmonizing?

      She realized it wasn’t her imagination when Ryan shook his fist at the sky. He had seen them, too. “Curse you!” he shouted at the crowd of celestial beings that hovered just above the clouds. They peered over the edge of the clearing Terryn’s spell had made. “This is no longer your domain,” he continued. “We will not be cast out again!”

      When he realized they wouldn’t respond, he turned his attention back to Terryn.

      “Terryn! Stop this!” He slammed his fist onto the shield that blocked him from the stream, sending a small force out around his hand.

      The resulting shockwave shook Terryn off her feet. The water caught her and carried her away. She spun wildly, catching glimpses of the shore and the black gateways. Around her a low wall of water sucked her into its whirlpool.

      “We’s leaves you now,” the eel hissed in her ear. “We’s can guard the stream, but the wards will not hold the Blight back for long. Yous must returns with the key. Or alls will be doomed.”

      “What do you mean, the key?” Terryn shouted back, coughing as water entered her mouth. “Everyone wants me to find this stupid key, but I don’t know where to start.”

      “Beneath the flying books, point your feet. The path will appear,” he hissed, and with that, he uncurled from around her and disappeared into the wall of swirling water.

      “Flying books? There’s no such thing!” Terryn shouted in frustration. “That is not helpful!” She hit the water. “You come back!”

      The eel raised its head out of the water, opened its mouth, and began to sing.

      
        
        The key to all of time and space

        is to reverse the entrance at the fall.

        Hiss hiss hissy hiss hiss

        hiss hiss hissy hiss hiss

        The master of light and dark

        will know the way

        to split the path so all

        may pass beyond the wall.

        Hiss hiss hissy hiss hiss

        hiss hiss hissy hiss hiss

        Into the image, divine was sung:

        The watcher to guard,

        a warrior to gird, and

        a walker to guide

        the righteousness.

        The wanderer grieves for all.

        Never forget, when the time comes,

        the trick is to reverse and exit at the fall.

        Hiss hiss hissy hiss hiss

        hiss hiss hissy hiss hiss

      

      

      The eel glowed an electric blue. After the first verse, its magic crackled the same way the gateway had. As the magical current traveled along its body, lighting up the water around it, the zen’nacht split into multiple eels—black, blue, red, and striped. They all joined in the song by the second verse and formed a circle around Terryn.

      Treading water, Terryn thrashed one way, then the other, trying to keep an eye on all of them.

      “Not this again!” she yelled. “Where did you all come from?”

      “We is the zen’nacht, the guardians of the stream, as you are the Alethia, the guardian of time.” As it spoke, the other eels dived into the water. Their bodies lit up until they formed a blurred mass. “You must return and warn the other guardians of the dangers here in the stream.”

      “How am I supposed to do that?” Terryn demanded, struggling to keep her head above water. Her arms and legs were growing so tired, she wasn’t sure she could swim back to the other gateways. Assuming Ryan’s army hadn’t blocked those as well.

      “We’s can help, as is our duty to the Alethia,” the eel hissed. The vibration from the other eels singing tickled Terryn’s body.

      “I don’t think I want—” Her words were cut off as the zen’nacht’s spell crescendoed. The water quaked, and a blue sheet of magic spread under Terryn’s feet, outlined by the circle of eels.

      “Reverse and exit at the fall!” the blue eel spoke.

      The wall of water swirled faster and then sucked her under the surface. She had time to gasp for a breath before she was pulled into a blue-and-green vortex. The sensation of falling made her feel weightless.

      Below her feet, a golden circle of light enveloped her.
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      Trigg ran through the hallways of the queen’s palace until he was outside on the main city street. He slowed to a walk and concentrated on his breathing. One breath in and another out. Two seconds, repeat.

      Rutilus, the smallest moon, hung in the clear sky. The air was cold and dry. The season had changed to winter since he’d arrived in the Nightmare City. Torches, powered by magical flames, burned on intermittent buildings and lit his path. A shout from what sounded like Murdoch behind him quickened his pace. The last thing he wanted to do was return and face an entire room of officers and candidates who believed Trigg was the queen’s son. He needed to figure out what he believed first.

      The queen is my mother? I could have grown up like that elf. I could have been here, where I belonged, but she didn’t want us. Why?

      Terryn could have been here.

      He retraced his steps from what he remembered the day they arrived, toward the outer gate. The streets were narrow and made from dream mites so tightly packed together, they felt hard like asphalt. It was dinnertime, so the streets were not as crowded as earlier in the day. After a few wrong turns, Trigg found the main gate. A contingent of faun soldiers, dressed in similar red uniforms, guarded its opening.

      The city itself was positioned on the side of a mountain. To his right stretched miles of sleeper fields. To his left, the Forsaken Forest loomed, shadows moving between the coniferous trees in the moonlight. Directly outside the walls lay a sprawling tent city. It served as a base camp for the Divided guardians who were sent into the field or tended the nearby sleeper fields. At first glance, it seemed disorderly, but there was a structure to its madness that had developed over centuries of use. Squads grouped their tents around a firepit and shared their downtime. The familiar smells of smoke and cooking meat lessened the tension in Trigg’s shoulders. However, it did nothing to quell the numbness settling into his stomach.

      Anger blurred his thoughts. He wandered through the camp’s paths, not knowing exactly what he was looking for, but just generally following a feeling that he wanted to get away.

      Off-duty soldiers and guardians gathered around the campfires that dotted the grounds. Stew pots or grill grates decorated the fires, and delicious smells permeated the entire place. Even though he had barely eaten at the queen’s table, the thought of food made Trigg sick.

      He kept walking until he reached a steep outcrop at the edge of the camp. A makeshift stone wall barely taller than him marked the boundary line. Just beyond, the pine trees, tall like what he imagined the redwood forest back on Earth would look like, rose like pillars into the night sky. Silhouettes of the strange creatures that lived on the edges of the dream world flitted between the wide trunks like giant spiders.

      Trigg climbed over the wall and pushed through the dark field, toward the forest.

      The ankle-high grass was wet with the evening dew. The moonlight cast shadows of the grass over his feet but was bright enough that he could see a dreamweaver spider suspended in an almost invisible web within the forest edge. He angled that way. The going was slow, but with each step, he felt more in control.

      The dreamweaver sensed his approach and scuttled to the top of her web. The creature reminded Trigg of the yellow-and-black spiders he used to see in the Children’s Home garden. Except this spider was white and black and the size of a Labrador retriever. Her web easily stretched twelve feet tall. An orb pulsed brightly in its center. Trigg knew from his morning classes that if he touched the shining stone, it would immediately suck him into a dream trap. There he’d wander in fantasies while the dreamweaver spun a cocoon around him. There he’d stay until the dreamweaver decided to eat him.

      What a terrible way to die, Trigg thought. Living a fake life.

      Barnabus had killed two such creatures on that first night when he’d come through the gateway from Earth. A wave of frustration washed over him. He hadn’t planned to come here, but maybe it was where he needed to be. He needed something to fight, to distract him. If Barnabus had fought them, so could he.

      Raising his sword, he yelled. Not just at the dreamweaver but at everyone who had been manipulating him for their own uses. He plunged the sword through the orb’s center. It split with a satisfying crack and dimmed, throwing dappled shadows along the moonlit forest floor. The dreamweaver screamed in protest and descended from the treetop with a grace that belied her size. Her large maw opened wide, revealing two curved mandibles. Eight ruby eyes glittered with hate. Her charge would have given him pause on any other night, but tonight, he understood exactly how she felt.

      He took a centering breath, narrowed his focus, and extracted his sword from the shattered orb. Shards fell around him. He twirled the sword hilt and thrust upward at the spider.

      He missed.

      The dreamweaver stopped two inches short of his sword tip. She lashed out with her two front legs. Her pointed tarsal claws sliced through his shirt and pierced his shoulders. Pain shot down Trigg’s spine.

      “Bitch! That was my only nice shirt!” Trigg bellowed.

      The spider screeched back at him. Her hot breath warmed the sweat dotting his forehead. It also stank, and he coughed.

      Trigg swung his sword above and behind his head, trying to hack at the hairy leg harpooning his right shoulder. The angle was awkward, and he only managed to scrape off a few clumps of white hair. The beast clacked her mandibles ferociously and, with significant speed and strength, lifted Trigg toward her jaws.

      A steady calmness enveloped Trigg. His focus narrowed and time slowed. He could see dark spots within the spider’s mouth, the tiny fuzz that surrounded her eyes, and the way she balanced on the delicate threads of her web. His months of training overrode his fear, and he knew what to do, where to strike. With a calculated thrust, Trigg shoved his sword through the bottom of her head. The tip broke at the top of her head, cutting between her eight glowing eyes with a satisfying screech.

      The dreamweaver screamed. Her legs seized and twitched. As her claws relaxed, Trigg fell to the ground. Stunned by the impact and debilitating pain radiating from the twin wounds in his shoulders, he didn’t see the dreamweaver’s corpse falling after him. At the last second, he rolled and took the brunt of the impact on his shoulder.

      “Umpf,” he groaned, too exhausted to shove the carcass off him.
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        * * *

      

      Eventually, the pain from his wounds forced him to sit up. He pushed the fifty-pound carcass aside and pulled himself to his feet. Just as he was about to stumble back toward the city, a sparkle on the ground caught his eye. He bent closer.

      Amid the shards of the broken orb lay a black, polished stone. It gleamed in the moonlight. When he picked it up, it warmed his hand and pulsed faintly. Too tired to think about it now, he slipped it into his pocket and headed back to the castle.

      His room was in the east wing of the castle, which served as a barracks for hundreds of soldiers who were in the city while on leave. After traversing a maze of hallways and common areas, he found his room. He pulled out the key Murdoch had given him and waved it in front of a glowing padlock where the doorknob should have been. The door opened with a mechanical click that belied its wooden appearance.

      Trigg closed it behind him and entered his small room. To the right was the small cot pushed against the stone wall with a worn braided blanket over it. Opposite that was a small closet just big enough to hold his issued armor, boots, and his backpack from Earth on the top shelf. Trigg peeled off his dress armor, now dented and torn, and tossed it into the corner of the room next to the two-person table with stools. He would have to visit the smithy tomorrow to get it repaired. In the adjacent bathroom, a quick look in the mirror made him realize he needed to see a nurse, but it could wait until he showered.

      At least being a candidate has its perks, he thought as he turned the shower nozzle. The water was lukewarm and smelled like hard minerals. If the pressure had been much harder, it would have hurt his wounds. As it was, the water and soap worked to wash away his blood and grime with minimal discomfort.

      Once he was dried and dressed in his favorite black shorts and no shirt to bother his wounds, he felt much better.

      That’s when he remembered the stone was still in his dress pants pocket. He picked them off the floor. A rotting stink drifted up from them, and he gripped clear, moist crusties—the dreamweaver’s fluids. He grimaced. He fished the stone from the pocket, then tossed the pants into the fireplace. Forget the laundry. They could burn.

      He sat on the bed and peered into the stone. It was about the size of a golf ball—if a golf ball were oval. In the forest, the stone had seemed black. But with the light from the fire and the wall sconces, he saw small thunderclouds roiling inside. A dark iridescent rainbow changed from purple, to blue, to green, to pink as he twirled the orb. When he held it still, it seemed to absorb light.

      He held it to his ear. It gave off a slight hum as if vibrating with energy.

      The clouds were mesmerizing. Trigg watched them for several minutes before he realized he was sitting in his bed. It was late. The mattress felt so soft, and he’d been up so early for his lessons with Murdoch. He had to get up early again tomorrow. He stifled a yawn. His muscles ached beyond just his injuries. What wouldn’t he give to be able to sleep in for an entire day?

      A small flicker of light in the stone captured his attention. Was that lightning? He shifted onto his side. Just for a few minutes, he told himself, to watch the stone and see if it happened again. Then he would get up and go to the nurse’s station.

      The clouds rolled over each other as if driven by an invisible wind. He reached for the medallion on his bedside table and sang a simple note into it. The lights turned out. In the intervening darkness, the stone glowed. Every few minutes or so, a quick burst of light flashed through the clouds.

      He would have to ask Murdoch about it. It must be something special, coming from the dreamweaver’s orb. Perhaps it was just an oddity, but Trigg felt drawn to it.

      He needed to go to the nurse’s station. The clouds were so beautiful, though. He wouldn’t be much use tomorrow if he couldn’t move his arms and the wounds got infected. He really should get up, but instead his eyes closed. Sleep and the dreams it would bring overcame him.
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      Trigg knew he entered the dream world as soon as he opened his eyes. The misty air felt like the fog from the sleeper fields. He was in his old room at the Children’s Home. Looking out the window, he saw the familiar streets of the dream world with different types and sizes of houses impossibly smashed together on uniformly sized lots. Again, the visual effect gave him a headache. The walls churned with dream mite larvae. Except they seemed more agitated than usual. Trigg moved to the wall to look closer. The glowing slime amassed into a globe. Like the liquid in a lava lamp, it moved slowly outward, toward his nose. When he stepped back, it oozed back into the wall.

      His hand burned. He opened both hands, realizing they’d been clenched in fists, and revealed the dreamweaver’s stone. Storm clouds raged in its center. He was so startled, he almost dropped it.

      Something wet and warm brushed his exposed back. He jumped and yelled with surprise as he ducked and pivoted away. His free hand reached for the sword that was not buckled at his waist. He cursed. At himself or the dream, he wasn’t sure. Above him, the larvae stretched from the walls toward the center of the room. He ducked under one mass, only to have another stretch out from another wall. He jumped, dodged, and weaved. After a couple laps around the room, his chest heaved with each breath. He paused, hands on his knees, and watched the advancing larvae globs. The stone’s vibrations against his palm grew more insistent.

      “This is ridiculous,” he gasped. Then, taking a deep breath, he wove a smaller version of the bubble shield he’d absorbed from Cole. A transparent field surrounded him. The closest glob touched the surface, probing like a caterpillar searching for a branch just out of reach. Gleaning information that met some unknown criteria, it disconnected from the wall and latched onto the shield. It covered a fourth of the shield like cement. What looked like neon blue veins pulsed on the underside of the mass.

      A chuckle came from the corner of the room. Ryan stood there, dressed in black, an amused smile on his lips.

      “You look busy. I can come back later.”

      Another glob dropped onto Trigg’s shield. “A little help?”

      “Sure.” Ryan waved his hands, and the larvae disappeared. Trigg released his shield and stood. He flicked a few tiny globs of larvae from his pants. They disappeared mid-flight.

      “Thanks.”

      “Sure, always happy to help a friend,” Ryan responded.

      Trigg didn’t like the way Ryan sounded when he said the word friend, but he shrugged it off. “What are you doing in my dream?” Trigg looked around. “Assuming that’s where we are.”

      “It is your dream,” Ryan confirmed, “and I was going to ask you the same thing. What are you doing, calling me to your dreams?” A frown darkened his face. “I’m not exactly used to being summoned, but I came, hoping you had an update on our mutual interest.”

      I summoned him? Trigg thought, tucking that information away to consider later. He wasn’t looking forward to telling Ryan that his lack of magic skills would probably kill him. “I don’t know exactly how I summoned you. My magic is a bit . . . unreliable.”

      Ryan raised a dark eyebrow. “You might want to get that figured out, soonish. How many more weeks until the tournament?”

      “One,” Trigg replied miserably.

      “Yikes!” Ryan shook his head. “You’re running out of time.”

      “I know. Thanks for reminding me.”

      “Look on the bright side. If you pass through the ninth gate, I could always bring you back.”

      Trigg perked up. “I was actually hoping that might be an option.”

      “It’s not a great option. Better to win the tournament and stay on this side of the gate.”

      Trigg nodded in resignation. It had been too much to hope for.

      “So what’s your update? Have you heard anything about the whereabouts of your sister?”

      Trigg brightened. “Maybe. A United patrol was captured in the Forsaken Forest. I’ll know more soon. Sounds like the prisoners should arrive in the next week or two.”

      “That matches what I know.” Ryan nodded. “I saw her.”

      Relief exploded through Trigg. “Where? When? Is she okay?”

      Ryan held up his hand, signaling for Trigg to calm down. “We were in the Between. She helped me enter the fourth dimension.” He laughed. “I don’t think she understood what happened, but she seemed glad to see me.”

      “Did she ask about me? Where is she now?”

      “I thought I had her cornered by blocking the gateways, but she escaped with help from the zen’nacht.”

      Trigg frowned. “The zen’nacht helped her? But they attacked her before.”

      “It wasn’t like they were actually helping her.” Ryan rubbed the back of his head. “They attached me when I blocked the gateways. In the resulting confusion, she and I lost track of each other, but I’m sure I’ll be able to locate her soon. If you could win the tournament, having you as the Queen’s Champion would be very helpful in that regard.”

      “Too bad you couldn’t kept better track of her,” Trigg huffed. “I’m going to need a way to beat a drakkon to win the tournament.”

      Ryan whistled. “Ephialtes is entering this year?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Tough luck.”

      Trigg’s hand vibrated. The stone! It must have gone quiet once Ryan banished the overactive dream larvae. Trigg adjusted his grip, drawing Ryan’s attention.

      “What’s that?” he asked.

      “I’m not sure.” Trigg held the stone up. It gleamed, the storm still swirling within. “I took it out of the orb of a dreamweaver. It’s been freaking out ever since I got here. I fell asleep with it in my hand, so I guess that’s how it’s here.”

      Ryan inhaled sharply and stepped back. “That explains things. Quickly, weave a thread of pure spirit and send it straight into the center of the stone.”

      “Why?”

      “No time to explain. Hurry. Do it now!”

      The force of Ryan’s last word made Trigg jump. He quickly wove the magic and directed it at the stone. As he did, the storms in the center calmed. The lightning ceased. The stone almost darkened, as if turned off, and the vibrating stopped. The stone felt cool to the touch now.

      Ryan visibly relaxed.

      “What was that about?”

      “It’s a nightstone. They’re rare, but when you recover them from the dreamweaver’s orb, you must rekey the stone to recognize you as its new owner. Otherwise, it starts lashing out.”

      “Oh, so that’s why the larvae were trying to attack me,” Trigg said. “Good thing you showed up.”

      “Yes, good thing,” Ryan said, looking like he wanted to change the subject.

      Trigg narrowed his eyes. “How exactly did you know how to find me?”

      Ryan sighed and walked to the window. Looking out over the dream world landscape, he clasped his hands behind his back. “I didn’t. The stone called to me as well.”

      “Oh.” Trigg bit back his next question. Does that mean you’re not human? The fact that he wasn’t even sure of the answer made him afraid. What had Ryan become? “What do you mean?”

      “This stone seems to control dream mites. Before the Blight was imprisoned, it had formed a symbiotic relationship with the dream mites. So it makes sense the Blight would respond to its call. That explains why it felt like you were summoning me here, too. It was all I could do to keep from killing you the moment I appeared.”

      “That just makes me feel warm and fuzzy.”

      Ryan pointed at the stone. Now it looked like a regular marble. “There’s a lot of myths surrounding stones taken from dreamweavers. I don’t know much, because most times they don’t get rekeyed in time, so the Blight doesn’t know much about that. However, it does know that each stone has a unique power. This one—judging by how it just sucked me out of the fourth dimension—can control dream mites somehow.”

      “How do you know it’s just this stone? What if it’s all dreamweaver stones?” Trigg asked. “It could be how they capture the creatures that wander into their webs.”

      Ryan shrugged. “Don’t believe me then. It’s not like I have the knowledge of a four-thousand-year-old parasitic being stuck in my head.”

      “That’s pretty trippy,” Trigg conceded and then a thought occurred to him. “How did that happen exactly? It’s not like people just randomly trip over powerful entities in their sleep.” Trigg paused when the walls shifted colors. “You, me, and Terryn being here—this place.” Trigg gestured to the walls. “This should all be impossible, and yet here we are.”

      Ryan sucked in a deep breath, then gave Trigg a twisted smirk. “Be glad you do not have my fate. It’s not what I would have called it before . . .” He trailed off. The silence grew and then Ryan waved his hand. The sticky mite larvae returned to the walls. This time they swirled peacefully, their bioluminescence casting a pleasant glow around the room.

      In typical dream style, the floors shifted every minute or so. First they were the black-and-white tile found in the Children’s Home’s kitchen. Then the wooden planks that ran through its halls, and finally the dingy green carpet of the game room, complete with the soda stain Trigg and Tyrell spilled there during his tenth birthday party.

      Dreams are freaky places, Trigg decided. But Ryan is freakier.

      Ryan gave him a slight smile as if he heard his thoughts. Then, with a wave of his hand, two of the wooden chairs from the game room appeared. One in front of Ryan and the other behind Trigg.

      “Sit. I will explain.” Ryan followed his own advice and straddled his chair. He leaned his elbows on the back of it in a relaxed pose. “There is no one else to tell. I got lucky. Or maybe unlucky, depending on your take,” Ryan started. “It happened the same night you and Terryn left. I was mad at her. We kissed, our first kiss. I’d waited months to get up the courage to ask her out.” Seeing the grimace on Trigg’s face, Ryan added, “I know. You’re her brother. You don’t want to hear it, but you did ask. That’s as far as it went, a kiss. We kissed and then she broke up with me. It sounded like a flimsy reason. It was her, not me. I was so upset. After she left, I punched the ice cream machine, and it broke. It took me a while to clean up the mess, and my knuckles were still bleeding when I finished. So, I went to the ER to get stitches.”

      “You walked across town to get stitches?”

      “No. The keys were in the church van, so I drove. I figured no one would miss it. If I got pulled over, I thought a cop would let me off for not having my license yet on account of the bleeding.”

      “Oh. I guess they probably wouldn’t pull over a church van either.”

      “Right.” Ryan nodded. “It was late and dark when I got back. I’d just finished cleaning up the blood in the van when I realized there was something odd in the front yard. It was an odd glow. In the driveway. I locked up the van and went to investigate.

      “It was a faint opening. Only visible from certain angles, but it was strange! I could stick my hand through it and nothing seemed to happen. So I walked through it. That’s when the Blight possessed me.”

      “Does it hurt?” Trigg asked.

      “It was disorienting, like I stepped in a hole I hadn’t seen and lost my balance for half a second. I didn’t realize anything was wrong. It just seemed like I’d stepped through the opening and come out the other side in the exact same spot. But I had this other knowledge in my head. I knew what I was looking at. A firefly portal that breached the veil, which is where the Blight was imprisoned. It was waiting there at the crack because it couldn’t cross the threshold to Earth by itself. But when I entered, it possessed me. After you and then, later, Terryn, went through the firefly portal, no one on Earth was supposed to remember who you were.”

      “Right,” Trigg said. “That’s what Barnabus and Murdoch said. It was supposed to be like we never existed at all.”

      “It’s something to do with passing through the fourth dimension in your physical form. It causes your past to be erased,” Ryan said. He rubbed his head as if he had a headache.

      “How do you know all this stuff?” Trigg asked.

      “My connection to the Blight. I’m getting to that. After you left, it was like I had gone crazy. I still remembered you two, but no one else did. That first morning, while waiting for the bus at the Children’s Home, I asked where Terryn was, and no one knew who I was talking about.”

      Ryan looked sad. “I didn’t know what to do. People thought I was crazy for talking about you guys.”

      “What do you mean?” Trigg asked, thankful that Ryan hadn’t forgotten about them.

      Ryan scratched the back of his head, thinking. “I might have overreacted that first day. Once I realized that no one else remembered you guys, I yelled at Sister Rachel. Got the police called for causing a scene. It was bad.”

      “Whoa!”

      Ryan nodded. “Yeah. Something inside me changed then. It became an obsession to prove that I wasn’t crazy. I also wanted to find Terryn. She had always been something more than a friend. I—” He looked down at his hands. “I loved—love her.”

      Trigg asked the question he’d wanted to ask earlier. “You’ve changed. What have you become?”

      Ryan laughed bitterly. “I changed so I could find her. When I did, she rejected me.”

      “Pitch-black eyes are kinda freaky.”

      “I can control it!” He jolted to his feet and pointed at his eyes. “Do they look freaky now?”

      They were his usual nut-brown color. “No,” Trigg conceded but then added, “You are acting freaky.”

      “I can control it,” Ryan repeated, slumping back into his chair. “It doesn’t control me.” He looked away, then spoke so quietly that Trigg almost couldn’t hear. “I can feel it there, living, existing in the back of my head.”

      For a moment, the room darkened. The walls, the floors, the ceiling all faded to black as if they were in a theater. The only colors came from the chairs and themselves. A gentle wind blew through the space between them. Trigg shivered as it tickled his bare chest and ruffled the hair curling behind his ears. It carried voices, whispers of voices, billions of voices, the sounds of sentients talking to themselves as they went about their daily chores. The noise grew to an incessant buzz.

      Ryan clasped his ears and leaned over. “Stop it,” he cried. “Quiet!”

      The voices crescendoed until it sounded like a jackhammer and then the sounds cut off. The silence rang in their ears. Trigg instinctively wove threads of spirit and threw them into the dark. The effect looked like a spiderweb with the boys at its center. A second after Trigg’s magic touched the black walls, the room shifted again. This time it revealed the stone walls and wooden planks from the queen’s castle. They sat in the middle of Trigg’s room. If it hadn’t been for the chairs, Trigg would have thought he was awake. As it was, he wanted to light the stupid chairs on fire. It was past time to wake up.

      Across from him, Ryan rubbed his temples. “Thank you for that,” he said. “I can control the Blight most of the time, but sometimes . . .” He shook his head softly. “It’s a phase. It will pass. I’m still learning control.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I understand the feeling,” Trigg said, thinking about his own struggles with controlling his magic. He rubbed the nightstone between his thumb and fingers. It was warm again, but it felt like a more natural heat from his hands. “I’m just glad my spell seemed to work.”

      Ryan nodded. “Containment spells are known only by dreamweavers. Interesting how you were able to learn it so quickly.” He tilted his head. “If I wasn’t busy with other things, I would ask to see the stone. However, it would be a hassle to tame the stone again after everything we just did. Plus, something tells me you will soon find it useful.”

      “That’s interesting to know.” Trigg peered into the depths of the stone. After a moment, he noticed his distorted reflection. Ryan was also reflected in the stone but as a dark patch of nothingness.

      Startled, Trigg looked over his shoulder at his friend. “You don’t have a reflection. How is that possible?”

      Ryan locked eyes with Trigg. “It doesn’t change the fact that I’m still human.”

      Trigg would have laughed in disbelief, but the way Ryan glared back at him, daring him to deny the word, kept his expression sober.

      Then the moment was over. Ryan stood, agitated. “Be ready. I’m going to Imperious Nox. Soon. I’ve broken free of the third dimension, through the gateways. My army waits in the Between. Become the Queen’s Champion, and I will give you my army as well to find your sister. If she can’t be had with love, then perhaps she will join her brother. Either way, I will protect her.”

      “What does that mean?” Trigg asked, still working through Ryan’s previous response.

      Ryan took a deep breath. “I have other obligations beyond just my own wishes.” As he spoke, a dark presence materialized behind him like a shadow. Unlike a shadow, it moved on its own and wrapped around Ryan. Ryan’s mouth opened like he was talking, but Trigg couldn’t hear what was said. Ryan raised his hands, closed his eyes, and sucked the shadow inside him. He relaxed his arms and opened his eyes. They were inky black.

      The creature rotated his head 360 degrees. The dream darkened as if a cloud had passed over a sun. The nightstone warmed against Trigg’s hand. When Ryan’s head returned full circle, it bent its neck in an unnatural angle to examine Trigg as if just realizing he was in the room.

      Trigg bumped into the stone wall. He’d backed up without realizing it.

      “What are you?” Trigg breathed again.

      “No human. A blight,” it hissed, its voice coming from multiple directions. “Give the stone.”

      Trigg bravely held out the stone. “This?” The tempest inside spun furiously, and lightning struck as fast as Trigg had seen it. The dark prisms inside the clouds reflected bright rainbows across the shadows that had descended from a churning vortex in the ceiling, unnoticed until the stone’s light touched it.

      “Yesss.” The creature lunged eagerly forward, supported no longer by human legs but by a coil of black smoke that undulated like a snake.

      Trigg fed magic into the stone. “Get back!” he shouted. The bubble shield exploded from the stone in a wave of silver. The power washed over the creature and pushed it backward. A shadow separated from Ryan’s body and flew up the wall to the ceiling, where it slipped into the vortex. Did Trigg imagine it, or did the clouds get darker?

      “Sorry about that.” Ryan returned to his normal posture in the room’s center. He massaged his neck. “Like I said, still learning.”

      “Get back. You are more than just human.” Trigg’s heart pounded in his chest. He held out the nightstone like a talisman. “You’re evil.”

      “Only half of me,” Ryan replied, taking a respectful step away from Trigg. Then he gave him a conspiratorial smile. “But you already knew that. Your Divided friends warned you about me. I heard them in my dream, but you know they are wrong.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The Blight hasn’t taken me prisoner. It didn’t invade my sleep. It invaded me in the third dimension. Here, in the dream world and the fifth dimension, I’m still in control. Which is why I needed Terryn, a wanderer, to guide me across the stream. That is one of the things they do—guide souls into the beyond. Just one touch allowed me to enter the fourth dimension, but her power isn’t fully developed, so I couldn’t go any further. I need her—your mother’s power—to let us fully cross the saecul flumine.

      “Cards on the table.” Ryan spread his hands. “I have control, but I told you, I’m still learning. The queen could help me, but she’ll sense the Blight in me before I get close and . . .” He drew a finger across his neck. “That’s why I need you to become her champion and vouch for me.”

      “I’m not sure. You killed Cletus and Cedric, plus all those soldiers.”

      “They invaded my dream as a sleeper. There are certain risks to that. Besides, I told you how to wield the nightstone, which as you’ve seen, you can use to control the less-than-civil side of me,” Ryan countered, raising his eyebrows.

      “I banished it fairly quickly,” Trigg conceded.

      “How about a new deal? You become the Queen’s Champion and vouch for me to the queen. In return, I will give you an army to find Terryn. We knew she was alive, but not where. Since then, I kept my promise and found her. That was my side of the bargain.” Ryan crossed his arms.

      “I’m not interested in your army, but I’ll vouch for you to the queen. But you have to tell me where Terryn is right now!”

      “Deal! She’s joined the United in the First City, led by De’nah Deborah. She’s training with them right now as a wo’ken.”

      “Great,” Trigg muttered. There was no way he could convince Murdoch and the other hoard generals to break the treaty and outright attack a United city. “Guess I will need that army of yours, too.”

      Ryan threw back his head and laughed.
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      Terryn fell through a raging wall of water. She curled into a ball, and her stomach flipped as the magic grabbed her body and slowed her down.

      Hard-packed dirt broke her fall. Her shoulder took the brunt of the impact. She coughed and rolled over. Above her, water swirled in a whirlpool framed by the familiar golden glow that had swallowed her moments before. Along its edges, a writhing mass of eels swam.

      “The keys. Yous must find the keys,” its voices echoed through the water. Then, the portal spun shut. A purple-and-gold swathe of fabric stretched wide in its place. A tent. Terryn blinked, allowing her eyes to adjust to the dim light.

      Suddenly, a shadow obscured her view of the ceiling.

      “What was that?” a voice asked.

      Rubbing her eyes, Terryn blinked again. As her vision cleared, she received a jolt of shock, of recognition. Looking down at her was De’nah Deborah. Terryn was in her command tent.

      Terryn pushed herself off the red dirt floor and stood. They must be out in the sleeper fields. Terry bet she could guess which sleeper field.

      Officers were crammed along the edges of the tent. A holographic table displayed a range of 3D bluffs following a river. De’nah Deborah must be in the middle of a meeting with the camp’s officers. Derrik had similar meetings. Those officers had been accepting of her as a wo’ken. These regarded her with surprise and scorn.

      De’nah Deborah’s tone cut deep. Terryn had been through so much to get back to this time, her current time, to find her brother. She’d learned how to use her power. She’d discovered her ability to view the auras of sentients, including animals. And then everything with Derrik. Even now she couldn’t bear to think of him as her father.

      And the eels. The beings from the seventh gate. Being trapped on Earth. Escaping Ryan. The black gateways and then not escaping Ryan.

      De’nah Deborah raised a dark eyebrow. “Well?” She gestured up and down the length of Terryn’s body. “Please enlighten us.”

      Terryn snuck a glance at the eyes watching her and then at herself. Her pants and shirt were wet and smeared with mud from the floor. Horror spread through her. Maybe that’s why everyone was staring.

      “Sorry, sorry,” she said. “I can’t. It was horrible. I don’t know where to start.” Reflexively she tried brushing away the caked mud, but it made it worse. The dirt spread to her hands. She rubbed those together, and some fell off, but mostly it just smeared between her fingers. Getting it off was easier to think about than what she’d just done. How stupid of her to let Ryan trick her like that.

      “Try starting with the part about how you escaped the Blight on Earth. And then finish with the part about why the zen’nacht were swimming in my ceiling,” De’nah Deborah replied dryly. She smiled to soften her tone. A few of the other officers chuckled, but the room remained tense.

      Terryn took a deep breath to get her bearings. It’s okay, she told herself. You fought the Blight and won . . . kinda. You can travel in the dream stream and cast a dream bubble. You can tell them. They’ll understand. You can do this. Resolve formed in the pit of her stomach and spread through her muscles. The mud on her hands? She’d earned that. While these officers were sitting around in meetings, she’d been out there fighting. Wear it like a badge, she told herself.

      “I escaped into the dream stream, but on the way back, the gateways were blocked. It’s hard to explain, but it’s only thanks to the zen’nacht that I ended up back here in Imperious Nox,” Terryn started, choosing her words carefully.

      “It should be impossible for you to navigate the dream stream,” one of the officers interjected. An elf. He had dark hair and ivory skin. “That takes centuries of study to master, and you have not even completed your one hundred nights of becoming wo’ken.”

      Terryn scanned the faces of the officers in the gloomy tent, searching for Commander Derrik. He’d been the one to teach her that particular skill. There were several faces, but none bore any resemblance to her father. Relief swept through her. She was not quite ready to confront him, especially now. It was all too much.

      De’nah Deborah waved her hand dismissively. “It doesn’t matter, Commander Je-Gin. I have seen her enter this way into the stream before. This just suggests that this is her innate magical ability manifesting itself. But more importantly”—Deborah gave Terryn a sharp look—“what do you mean the gateways were blocked?”

      A blue dot floated across the guardian’s eye, from one corner to the next. She was practically buzzing with magical energy. Terryn averted her gaze. She shifted from one foot to another.

      “Well, girl?” the guardian prompted. “Out with it!”

      Amazement stole Terryn’s breath for a moment. De’nah Deborah had addressed her as a girl instead of a child. Receiving that small shred of respect from the older woman gave Terryn the courage to speak.

      “I’m sorry. I made a serious mistake and let Ryan”—seeing the confused looks on everyone’s faces, she corrected herself—“the Blight into the Between.”

      De’nah Deborah regarded Terryn with pursed lips. A buzz of conversation erupted behind her. Then, without turning around, she raised her hand and the noise cut off.

      “Give us the room.” She motioned toward the tent’s main flap.

      A flurry of activity commenced as chairs were scooted and boots shuffled on the hard-packed dirt. Within moments the room was clear except for De’nah Deborah and Terryn. The guardian walked to a bar along the far side of the room and poured herself a drink from a polished tumbler. Pouring a second one, she motioned for Terryn to sit at the table the commanders had just left. She handed her the cup, then joined Terryn at the table.

      The dark drink smelled nutty and crisp with a hint of vanilla. A small sip confirmed it was the same drink she’d had during her dream just a few days before.

      “It’s called ka’tah,” De’nah Deborah said, noticing Terryn’s pause.

      De’nah Deborah took a second swig while Terryn sipped hers.

      “It’s been a long day and an even longer couple of months,” De’nah Deborah said with a sigh. “I suppose you are not exactly pleased with me since I threw you through that portal before.”

      Terryn gave the woman a half smile, not sure how honest she should be. “That would be putting it lightly,” she agreed. “It’s been a weird couple of months.” To herself, Terryn added, waking up on Earth to find your best boyfriend is actually your boyfriend and possessed by an ancient evil. Yeah, nothing awkward about that at all.

      De’nah Deborah continued, “Honestly, you weren’t supposed to come back. The veil should have wiped your memory of Imperious Nox, and you would have gone on to live your life on Earth, oblivious. It would have been easier that way.”

      She paused and took another drink. Terryn traced the edge of her cup, considering how her life would have gone if Ryan hadn’t have been possessed. It could have worked, except she didn’t think it would have been that simple. There was still the part about her magic.

      “But that’s not what happened. Instead, you became wo’ken,” De’nah Deborah continued, echoing Terryn’s thoughts. “If it weren’t for that fact, we wouldn’t have had any warning as Ryan would have possessed you and your power by proxy, allowing the Blight through the stream’s gateways into Imperious Nox.” De’nah Deborah chuckled, but her attention seemed elsewhere. “I expect she knew that’s what would happen—and is why she commanded me to send you through the stream to begin with.”

      Terryn frowned. “Excuse me, Commander. Who are you talking about?”

      “A councilwoman came to me one night. She called herself the Alethia and commanded me to send you into the Between. If I didn’t, she said the world would end, so I followed orders and kept quiet.”

      Goose pimples rippled across Terryn’s arms at the guardian’s mention of Alethia. That was the name of Helo’s owl. She’d also heard it some other time as well, but the memory escaped her. Surely, the owl and this councilwoman weren’t connected. “What are you saying?” she asked, her voice trembling.

      “I knew you were wo’ken from the moment I saw you. I could feel your power beginning to manifest.” She gave Terryn a knowing smile. “It’s stronger. Strong enough to recognize my power now.”

      Terryn frowned, and the guardian pointed at the blue dot in her eyes. “It’s called s’ah. Those of us who are attuned to auras and visions can see it in other guardians when they are weaving magic. I wouldn’t be surprised if someday you achieve the de’nah title and maybe even higher.”

      “Wow! Thanks. That was . . . nice to hear you say, but if it’s all the same to you, I need to find Trigg. I’ve wasted enough time as it is.”

      “Don’t rush ahead without knowing where you’re running.” De’nah Deborah leaned forward, her thick braid falling over her shoulder. “But you won’t get that far without the proper training. You need me and I need you. First promise me you will go train at Paragon. Only then will I tell you where your brother is. And just maybe we can all get through the festival without blowing each other up.”

      Terryn’s breath flew out of her. “You know where Trigg is?”

      “Yes,” De’nah Deborah said. “He was spotted during what was supposed to be a training exercise that turned into a skirmish with the Divide a couple days’ ride from here. My current mission is to discover what they were doing.” She leaned back in her chair. “Now that you’re here, I have a feeling it’s somehow related. Tell me what happened to you.” She paused, steepled her fingers, and added a belated, “Please.”

      Terryn drew a deep breath and recounted what had happened. How she’d traveled back in time, met Derrik, trained with him, and then when she’d returned, how she’d discovered Earth’s black gateways and Ryan.

      “And then, the eel cast a spell of some sort and I crash landed here,” Terryn finished.

      De’nah Deborah regarded Terryn for long seconds over her fingertips. Then she leaned forward, grabbed her drink, and chugged it. Slamming it onto the table, she said, “That was a pretty extraordinary tale there. I’m guessing you left some details out, but I can fill in the blanks.” She stood and walked to the bar. “Even if half of what you say is true . . .” She stopped midway toward lifting the drink pitcher, her back to Terryn. “Never mind. This calls for another drink.” She turned back around. “What about you?”

      Terryn shook her head, and the guardian returned to the table. Her armor glinted in the low light as she sat.

      “Okay, Daughter of Earth. You must go to our capital city, Paragon, and begin training as soon as possible. If not, it’s too dangerous for you or anyone else. Your power is tied to navigating the dream stream. If you don’t understand what you’re doing, I’m afraid you could tear a hole in reality. I suppose Derrik mentioned that you must be a wanderer?”

      Terryn nodded.

      “Did he mention what happens to wanderers who don’t learn to control their magic?”

      Terryn shook her head. “He just said wanderers in general were rare. I don’t remember anything else specifically.”

      De’nah Deborah exhaled. “Right. So, yes, wanderers are rare, but when you’re a dream guardian and you live for hundreds of years, a few are bound to turn up.” She inclined her head toward Terryn and arched her eyebrow. “Any dream guardian who doesn’t properly learn how to weave their magic will be corrupted by their fear and emotion. It’s worse for wanderers because no wanderer, regardless of their training, has ever lived for longer than a few centuries without losing control of their magic. There was an . . .” She hesitated and looked down, searching for the words to say. “An incident. World-ending incident that united all the realms and resulted in the formation of the Council of Nine. A wanderer caused it.”

      Terryn shook her head. “I would never!”

      De’nah Deborah pinned Terryn to her chair with her gaze. “Can you really say that? You don’t really know what you’re capable of, and you’re only just beginning to learn your powers. It was caused by a wanderer trying to change his past. In a lifetime measured in centuries, do you really believe you would never go back and try to change something in your past?”

      Terryn gulped. She’s right. I did try to do that. The guilt must have shown on her face because De’nah Deborah laughed. Not a mean laugh, but a knowing laugh.

      “Right,” the guardian said. “You’re barely wo’ken, and already you’ve tried to change something.”

      “Nothing happened,” Terryn snapped. “And now, even if I wanted to, I couldn’t. The gateways are blocked.”

      “There’s one silver lining,” De’nah Deborah said and then she sighed. “Don’t let regret take control of you. Everyone has something lurking in their past they would choose to change, but no matter who you are, it’s better to spend your time on changing the future. As a wanderer, it will be critical that you learn this. Everything will depend on it.”

      Terryn’s frustration with De’nah Deborah and everything that had happened faded. The guardian didn’t really know what she was talking about when it came to the future, Terryn decided, but she did have a point. Focusing on the past, trying to get her parents to make a different decision, was keeping her from finding Trigg. For all she knew, that battle could have happened and he could be dead. She had been foolish, letting the past and her powers distract her. Letting her fight with Derrik, her dad, distract her. From now on she would stay focused on only the things that helped her save Trigg.

      Besides, sounds like I can always go back. As soon as the Blight stops blocking the gateways.

      Which reminded her, the Blight was possessing Ryan. Another huge problem. Another person who needed saving. Along with Sister Rachel, Keegan, Tyrell, Ruby and Lilly, and everyone on Earth.

      “Ugh.” Terryn slammed her arms onto the table and buried her head between them. Her blonde hair fell around her shoulders and hid De’nah Deborah from view. She let out a scream of frustration. “Why do things always have to be so difficult?”

      “Because then we wouldn’t be alive.”

      Terryn lifted her head. De’nah Deborah tilted her cup in a salute, then took a drink.

      Terryn couldn’t help it. She laughed at the absurdity of everything. As De’nah Deborah set her cup down, Terryn thought she saw a ghost of a smile on the guardian’s lips as well. But it lasted less than a second before the guardian returned to business.

      “Here’s what’s going to happen,” she started. “It’s important that you go to Paragon to train. That is where you will learn everything about being a guardian.”

      “Okay,” said Terryn. “How do I get there?”

      De’nah Deborah held up her hand. “Slow down. Since you seem to have trouble with traveling through gateways, you will have to be picked up. I will send a message tonight, but it will take several weeks for the capital to arrive. So in the meantime, since you have some control over your magic now, you will join one of the squads in a limited capacity and help us find out what the Divided is up to and what is going on with Trigg. I’m waiting on a scouting party to return. I should have word of him as soon as they arrive.”

      “Thank you!” Terryn exclaimed. “Do you think we will find Trigg? That I will actually get to see him?”

      De’nah Deborah nodded. “It’s not out of the realm of possibility. Some of my soldiers did see him in their last encounter. Assuming he wasn’t injured or transported to Nightmare City, then yes. You must promise me you will not do anything rash. Last thing we need is for you to get yourself killed—or worse, someone else—by rushing into a battle because you think you saw your brother.”

      Terryn clapped her hands with excitement and nodded ecstatically. “Of course. I wouldn’t do anything stupid.”

      De’nah Deborah rolled her eyes, but her lips twisted into a half smile. “I’m pretty sure stupidity is the definition of being a teenager, but okay. Remember, you can only stay until the capital gets here. Then, you must—”

      “Wait, what?” Terryn interjected. “Who is picking me up?”

      “The city. Paragon. It’s a floating island that steers itself. Your teachers will come get you.”

      “A flying city!” Terryn gasped with delight. “This place is so cool!”

      “You get used to it.” De’nah Deborah shrugged but gave Terryn an indulgent smile. “You’ll have to tell me if you still think that after you’ve lived here for a hundred years.”

      “I don’t think a flying city could ever get old.”

      “You’d be surprised.” De’nah Deborah walked toward the tent flap and stuck her head outside. Terryn heard her speak a few muffled words, and a moment later, she returned, followed by a blue-skinned sylph. The woman’s spiky green hair and silver dress looked familiar.

      “Terryn, you remember Rihanna,” De’nah Deborah said. “She’s one of my cadets who helps run the camp. I’m assigning her to help you get adjusted to how everything works around here. She’s going to show you to your quarters, and if you need anything, just ask her.”

      “Oh, I remember you.” Terryn smiled. “Nice to see a familiar face.” Terryn stood to shake the sylph’s hand, but the girl just looked at her funny. Instead, she raised three of her fingers in a greeting. A slight breeze smelling of acorns and fir trees circled Terryn, rustling her hair.

      “Greetings from the wind.” Rihanna smiled, her neon-green eyes shining against the delicate purple tattoos that swirled from her neckline to her temples. She inclined her head.

      Terryn withdrew her hand and nodded back. “Wow, thanks.”

      De’nah Deborah and Rihanna exchanged looks and then the sylph gestured at Terryn. “Follow me, please.” She turned and headed toward the exit.

      Terryn watched her, mesmerized by her fluid movements.

      “Go on, girl,” De’nah Deborah said gently. “Rihanna will get you settled and then we will talk more.”

      “Okay, thank you,” Terryn replied and followed Rihanna out the tent flap.

      Outside, the third moon was just setting, and the sky opposite was turning pink as the pale sun peeked through the tree branches of the surrounding forest.

      She quickened her pace along the beaten path that wound through the sleeper fields to catch up with Rihanna. Up ahead, a shining white tower rose from the skyline of a city much bigger than the camp where she’d stayed with Commander Derrik. However, as they got closer, the familiar noises of soldiers waking up, tending their pit fires and going about their regular morning routines, felt comforting. Maybe this place wouldn’t be so different from there. With Derrik and Helo and Ne’Tasha.

      As she walked, hope grew within her. She finally felt like she was moving in the right direction. She was going to find Trigg. She would be honest with him, tell him about the vision she saw of him dying, and convince him to come away with her. And then they would go to Paragon—a flying city, which seemed like the coolest place in the world. She could hardly imagine it. But most importantly, it would be a place where they would be safe, and they would train together, and everything would work out the way it was supposed to.
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      Once in the First City, Rihanna guided Terryn up a series of passages and stairways until they entered a large courtyard. Terryn recognized it at the top of the tower. “Here is the tower courtyard,” Rihanna said. “It’s where any sleepers who wake are brought.” She gave Terryn a questioning look.

      “I remember this place,” Terry responded, answering the unspoken question. A series of familiar stone archways spread along the tower edges. A circular pool took up the center of the courtyard. It reflected the blue sky above like a mirror. On one side was the iron balcony De’nah Deborah had pushed her over. Had it only been last night that, that had happened? Terryn shuddered. It felt like a lifetime ago.

      “It’s customary to bring wo’ken up here so they can see the courtyard once they are awake,” Rihanna explained. “Whatever you faced in the dream to get here is now past. Instead, look out toward your future.”

      The tower sat on the edge of a glacier. The sleeper fields spread out below it. Beyond them, a wooded valley nestled between slopping hills. Tiny brown huts—so distant they looked like building blocks—peppered the edge of the woods. A ribbon of glistening water twisted through the green trees and faded into the horizon. The river reminded her of the camp where she’d stayed with Derrik.

      Terryn turned her back on the view, not wanting to sort through her feelings about him. She crossed to a second balcony on the opposite side of the pool. The city of Steffnunnar Fyrsti sprawled out from the base of the tower. Buildings of gray stone and ice blocks carved into flowing shapes of windows, doors and fences lined a network of cobblestone streets. Terryn wouldn’t have been surprised to see Santa’s elves walking the alleyways and avenues, which contained a hustle and bustle of various sentient beings going about their business. Beyond the city walls, the glacier extended like a gleaming sea of ice to a range of purple mountains streaked with green and brown. White snow shimmered on their peaks. Above, pink clouds moved across the blue sky as if they were sheep being corralled by a magnificent shepherd guiding the wind.

      “It’s beautiful,” Terryn breathed.

      “That’s my father’s flock,” said Rihanna, pointing toward the clouds.

      Puzzled, Terryn looked closer. After a few moments, she realized they really were sheep. Her eyes bulged. “How can that be!” She turned to Rihanna.

      “This close to the world of dreams anything is possible.”

      “Seriously?” Terryn frowned, catching the hint of a joke in Rihanna’s voice. Her new friend couldn’t be serious, considering how many rules Derrik had explained to Terryn while training her in the sunrise battalion.

      “No, not really,” Rihanna admitted. Her green eyes danced with mischief. “Just joking. It’s been a long time since someone become wo’ken. I couldn’t resist teasing a bit. Everything is so new to them, it’s easy for them to believe anything is possible, but I guess I forgot that you’re not exactly ‘new.’”

      “No, I guess not,” Terryn conceded. “Commander Derrik told me about some things while I stayed with him, but being here, seeing the tower is still a lot.” Terryn gazed out at the flock which was circling around a figure. Nothing wanting to talk more about Derrik, she changed the subject and asked about the sheep again.

      “They’re called ovis d’caelum,” Rihanna answered. “It means sky sheep and they graze on the fog in the sleeper fields. My father and the other air sylphs are in charge of looking after them since we’re the best fliers. Ovis d’caelum aren’t exactly smart and always need chasing after.”

      “Wait, a sylph? I’d assumed you were a fairy because of your ears and wings.” Embarrassment heated Terryn’s cheeks. “I’m sorry. What is a sylph?”

      “It’s okay. I’ve never heard of a fairy,” Rihanna said with a shrug. “Sylphs are elemental creatures divided into three types: air, water, and fire.”

      “The fairies from Earth are smaller and don’t have tattoos. I’d always thought they were pretend, but who knows now?” Terryn said with a shoulder shrug.

      “The tattoos mean that we’ve completed our naming ceremony and found our true name.”

      “Do you mind if I ask what it is?”

      “Not at all. It’s Rihanna Naidrim of the Dwin’dare.”

      “That’s gorgeous.”

      “Thank you. It means ‘lady who flies among the dreams of oaks.’ The Dwin’dare references the kind of sylph my family comes from. It means ‘walkers in the winds.’”

      “Wow! My name means ‘daughter of Earth.’ It’s not near as cool as your name.”

      Rihanna shrugged. “Perhaps you will like your second name better. That will be revealed to you through the dream. Mine was.” Rihanna smiled as if remembering something pleasant. “One of my first memories as a child was flying—that’s normal for air sylphs, but I was different. Instead of flying through the sky as my family did—shepherding our flock of cloud sheep—I flew closer to Terre, where I could play among the heights of the trees. So my mother called me Naidrim. When I came here for training, my people added another name: Rihanna. It is my grown name now—what you humans would call my first name, but the sylphs call it our grown name.”

      Terryn couldn’t hide her fascination. “So, what does Rihanna mean?”

      “Dream lady.” Rihanna grinned and her purple tattoos gleamed in the morning sunlight.

      Terryn gave a friendly laugh. “That’s perfect for you. When I saw you, I immediately thought you were the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.”

      “And you are the most level-headed wo’ken I’ve ever met, Terryn, daughter of Earth.” Rihanna laughed. The sound reminded Terryn of wind chimes. “Come, I will show you to the barracks where your room is.”

      The two girls left the view and proceeded into the city. The further they went, the less Terryn felt level-head. She found herself gapping at the new sights and sounds.

      The city was arranged like modern cities on Earth. She’d been to Chicago once on a field trip in middle school. And the streets were arranged in blocks with resident homes and businesses on different blocks. That’s where the similarities ended. There were stairs that led into walls, like in those weird calendar drawings Terryn saw at the mall every Christmas. There were an eclectic mix of vehicles—cars and taxies, but also hoover vehicles, horse-drawn carriages and a catbus. It was as if the dream vehicles of a million sentients had converged in this city of stone and snow. At one point, the pair of girls were honked at as a chariot neared. Two white horses with wings, pegasi, whisked by as the horn echoed. They jumped out of the cobblestone street and back onto the sidewalk.

      “Why are the roads cobblestone? There isn’t asphalt in the dream world?” Terryn asked.

      “It’s made of limestone. We have several safeguards set up throughout the city that protect it in the event of an attack. The dur’dalis oversee the city’s main defenses, but the limestone transports energy instantaneously and acts as a natural buff to all dream guardians’ powers.”

      “Oh,” said Terryn. “I knew a dur’dalis from before.” She told Rihanna about Helo, a half-dur’dalis she’d met, as they crossed a small cobblestone bridge and entered a smaller clearing. Climbing roses scattered blue and purple blooms along the walls of the stone buildings. A frozen fountain gleamed in the middle of the clearing. Songbirds harmonized in the branches of leafless trees that filled the corners of the walled courtyard.

      “How are there flowers on those vines?” Terryn abruptly cut off from her story and pointed to the closest building whose stonework was barely visible through the dark green leaves and blooms. “Isn’t it winter here?”

      “Yes, and those are supposed to bloom in winter. Don’t you have winter flowers on Earth?”

      Terryn shook her head. “The snow is too cold, I guess.”

      “Not here. Each of our seasons have different flowers, but there is always something in bloom. I’m sorry to hear your winter is not like that. It must be very gloomy.”

      “It’s not so bad. You get used to it. Besides, there’s sledding and making snowmen and of course Santa Claus, but if you’re not careful, I am going to start believing in miracles. Flowers in the winter is pretty phenomenal.”

      “Eh,” Rihanna waved dismissively. “You get used to them.”

      “Speaking of a miracle, do you think Helo’s still alive?” Terryn asked as she followed Rihanna led up a path to one of the stone buildings. A red door peeked out from under an awning covered with frosty blooms.

      “No reason why he wouldn’t be. You could check the records in the library for him. I’ll take you there later.”

      “Thanks! That would be amazing,” Terryn said, glad she might have another friend in such a large city. “It’s so beautiful.”

      “Welcome home.” Rihanna announced, as they arrived at the red door. She pulled a key from beneath her leafy dress and unlocked it. Inside, to Terryn’s surprise, was a freshly painted apartment. It looked just like a modern apartment from back home.

      “Wow!” Terryn’s jaw dropped as she entered the carpeted living room. “This is all mine?”

      “Yes. I am in the unit on the top floor. De’nah Deborah thought it would be better if you stayed close to me while you’re here. Do you not like it?”

      “I love it! Thank you!”

      Terryn had expected a single room, but this was spacious. Comfy couches and a brilliant oak table sat in the middle of the room. Yellow appliances brightened the small kitchen. A small herb garden took up space on the porch where wind chimes tinkled. The random melody was calming.

      A small bedroom connected to the kitchen. Terryn had her own queen-sized bed, and the dressers were filled with outfits—some were odd-looking, but for the most part, they were jeans and T-shirts.

      After exploring the space, Terryn returned to the living room. She breathed a contented sigh and dropped onto the couch. Maybe this place could be a home, just like Rihanna had said.

      “So, I’ll give you some time to get settled in,” Rihanna said and handed Terryn the key. “I’ll be back in, say, an hour or two, and I’ll give you the grand tour. We’ll go to the library and the training grounds, then we can grab dinner at a cafe by the cliff. It’ll be great.”

      “Sounds like a plan. Thanks for your help so far. It’s been a long day, and it is good to know I have at least one friend here.”

      “I am glad to have met you,” Rihanna responded. She touched her fingertips to her lips. “May the wind find your feet.”

      Once the door closed behind the sylph, Terryn headed to the master bathroom, which had a small shower with a few toiletries. A crystal mirror hung over the bathroom sink. A pink patchwork quilt covered the bed.

      She pulled out one dress from the dresser. It was a light green and seemed like it might be her size. A pair of leggings, socks, a stack of tank tops, and a few blouses rounded out the collection. She wondered if she could find a new pair of shoes as well. Her sneakers were creased and dirty. She was rummaging through drawers when her stomach rumbled.

      Poking through a couple of kitchen cabinets, she discovered some canned soup, peanut butter, and a loaf of bread. In the fridge, she found all the ingredients to make a sandwich, along with a bunch of carrots. The plain fare made her miss Ne’Tasha. The gnome would have been appalled.

      Terryn munched on some carrot sticks. As she did, she wondered if this place had a gym. Maybe she could practice some kickboxing. Her practice session at the gym had reminded her how much she missed it.

      She started jumping up and down and kicking the air, pivoting across the linoleum floor and back into the carpeted living room. Bouncing from foot to foot, she punched with a rhythm while she digested everything that had happened to her.

      Weird? Check. Jump and jab.

      Unbelievable? Check. Dodge and cross punch.

      Possibly crazy? Check. Jump and front kick.

      Closer to finding Trigg in this crazy world? Shuffle step and uppercut punch. Check.

      She pivoted back and forth for a good fifteen minutes until sweat dripped down her nose. Her muscles worn out, she stripped and jumped into a shower. Half an hour later, she was in a fresh outfit and her hair was pulled back into her favorite ponytail. She’d found a hair tie in the dresser’s top drawer, next to several pairs of clean underwear. Terryn was impressed. Whoever prepared this place had thought of everything. Except lip balm. She did miss lip balm, but when she got out of the shower, she’d found some in the medicine cabinet behind the sink’s mirror. Although, she could have sworn it wasn’t there before.
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      When Rihanna returned a few hours later, Terryn was ready to go. It was a fifteen-minute walk from her apartment—called Starpoint Courtyard—to the library. Rihanna told her it boasted the biggest collection of books in the unbroken universe outside of Paragon. On the way there, they passed a cafe where the tables and chairs were upside down. It was as if they’d walked past a fun house. Terryn couldn’t believe it.

      “They aren’t using magic or anything? Or mirrors?” she asked Rihanna.

      “No, it’s just part of the way this world is,” she said. “No one really understands the full extent of how Imperious Nox works, but staircases to nowhere and upside-down buildings like this one are normal. Just wait till you get to the library and see the flying books.”

      “Flying books? Is this another joke?”

      “Nope. They can even turn to pages on command.”

      “That’s even cooler than my Kindle.”

      “What is a Kindle?” Rihanna asked.

      “It’s like an electronic book.”

      “Why would you need an electronic book?”

      “Same reason you need a print one, but flying books sound much cooler,” Terryn said. “Do you know if there’s a place where I can do kickboxing?”

      “There is the combat arena where everyone trains. You could probably practice there, but I don’t think you will have time to do that today.”

      “What’s happened?”

      “A scout named Kerib just returned from his mission, trying to find the location of Nightmare City. He finished up giving his report to the commanders, including De’nah Deborah, and she has summed both of us to the debriefing later this afternoon. There’s just enough time to grab lunch and then head to the library for the meeting.”

      “That sounds exiting!”

      “It is a big occasion. We’ve been trying to find the location of the Divided’s capital for centuries. It would be such an honor to be part of the squad sent to scout its official location.” Rihanna’s tattoos flashed with pink and her wings trembled with barely contained excitement.

      “Do you think he has information about Trigg?” Terryn asked eagerly.

      The sylph nodded her spikey head. “Wo’kens do not normally attend scouting debriefings, so considering your invite, I would say most likely.”

      “Oh, I hope so! This afternoon can’t come quick enough.”
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      Trigg woke to pounding on his door. He was in his own bed at the barracks of the Nightmare City. He still clutched the nightstone. Its dark interior served as a reminder of what he’d promised Ryan, but he didn’t have time to think about that now. He was late for his morning practice.

      The pounding came again. “Trigg!” Murdoch called. “Wake up, you sorry excuse for a candidate!”

      “Coming!” Trigg scrambled out of bed. He was thankful that his injuries from the dreamweaver fight the night before didn’t hamper his movements as he hastily dressed in his practice gear. He gave his room a quick once-over and saw the stone on his pillow. He scooped it up and shoved it in his pocket and then opened the door.

      “Took you long enough!” the goblin snapped and examined the room. “Hurry, grab your sword and let’s go. The drawing is happening right now!”

      “Oh crap!” Trigg exclaimed. He’d completely forgotten. The ceremony determined the bracket for the tournament. It was a pivotal event that the champions had to be present for. Otherwise, they received the worst placement and increased their odds of losing, or worse.

      Murdoch hurried down the stone hallway and Trigg followed, still buckling his sword around his waist. Through the castle windows, rain clouds gathered. Humidity thickened the air, making it hard to breathe in the cold morning air.

      “My sources tell me that you need to be in the bottom third this year,” Murdoch said once Trigg caught up to him. They turned the corner together and entered a main corridor marked by a red-bordered runner rug.

      “The bottom?” Trigg asked. “Doesn’t that mean I’ll have more fights?”

      “Yes, but you will get a bye for the first round while the criminals compete. Then your first round should be a throwaway. A criminal without much fighting experience or a weaker candidate.”

      “That doesn’t seem nice.”

      “You need the warm-up. It’ll give you time to work out any remaining kinks with your magic.” Murdoch threw Trigg a knowing look.

      “That plan makes me feel warm and fuzzy.”

      Murdoch ignored the sass in Trigg’s voice. “Now, for the ceremony this morning. There’s not much you need to do. Just follow the tournament master’s directions. You’ll need to perform the focus exercise and then hold a weave of spirit. He’ll draw it from you and all the other candidates at the same time and use that to build the bracket. Should be simple enough.”

      As they navigated the stone halls and quarters, the sleep lifted from Trigg. He stopped when he saw his reflection in a large gilded mirror. Trigg touched his cheek. The gash from the dreamweaver fight the night before was gone. He rolled his shoulders. No pain. He turned in the mirror. It was a pointless movement because he was wearing his leather jerkin, but he did it anyway. He wanted to see for himself. He rolled his shoulders again and watched them move in the mirror. There really was no pain.

      “What are you doing?” The short goblin peered around Trigg’s waist and looked in the mirror. “There’s no time for preening. They’re not going to seed you based on your dashing good looks.” The goblin sniffed and began walking again. “Which you don’t have.”

      “Hey! Look who’s talking,” Trigg snapped back as he straightened out his jerkin and moved to catch up. “I was just checking something.”

      “Check yourself later,” Murdoch called over his shoulder.

      You have no idea. Had that entire fight been in his dream as well? That couldn’t be right. He had gone straight there after leaving dinner last night.

      Dinner! The queen. The emotions from last night rolled over him, but he pushed them away. He had to get through the Drawing Ceremony. Then he would worry about that. Maybe he could quiz Murdoch more during lunch. Although, he realized, if Murdoch did know something more, why wouldn’t he have explained that during the two-week journey from the forest? He’d just admitted to forcing Trigg to be the camp’s candidate when he was the one who should have gone.

      A part of Trigg wished for the more straightforward problems from when he was back on Earth. It’d only been four months ago, but he felt so much older. Then, he’d been exhausted most of the time from schoolwork and doctor’s appointments. Thankfully they didn’t have to worry about drama with foster families since they lived in the Children’s Home. Here, his problems felt more complicated.

      Do what you can to get better. Follow the doctor’s orders. Be at your next appointment. Those were clear steps. His problems now were so much more complex. Like how he should react to Murdoch. He was his superior officer. Trigg relied on him to help him through this final part of the tournament, but he also proved he was untrustworthy by admitting he’d only entered Trigg in the tournament to keep his own green butt from getting burned.

      Or finding Terryn. Maybe he should have been doing more to find her—demanded to join Lemrick’s search party. But he also needed to focus on winning the tournament. He hadn’t had much of a choice since the incident with Ryan.

      Trigg couldn’t ignore the doubt tightening his shoulders. What had Ryan meant by other obligations? It doesn’t matter, Trigg decided. Ryan found her. Not the Divided.

      What allegiance did he owe anyone anyway? Except Terryn?

      “Look sharp,” said Murdoch as they exited the castle into the busy cobblestone thoroughfare that led to the coliseum. Vendors lined the crowded road, selling food and crafts and dream potions in wooden stalls draped in colorful fabric. A five-minute walk found them in front of the looming coliseum.

      When Trigg and Murdoch arrived at the Arena, it was packed with thousands of spectators, the other candidates, and their commanders. Even though he’d been attending practice there every morning, seeing the entire Arena packed made Trigg gape in awe.

      This place is so huge! Every resident from his hometown could fit in the grandstands four times over. It reminded him of Busch Stadium in downtown St. Louis—if it were made of stone.

      A gray-haired elf stood on a platform in the middle, encircled by candidates.

      As they walked down the stairs, Murdoch said, “After the ceremony, you have a free afternoon, but tonight before dinner will be a debriefing session to go over our strategy. You’ll need to be dressed up like last night because the queen will be joining us for dinner.”

      Trigg nearly choked with shock. “The queen? Just us? What was last night then?”

      Murdoch growled low. “I was just informed this morning. Apparently, your . . . insubordination drew her attention, and now she wants to know more about you. Hopefully she doesn’t decide to punish us both for your cowardly display. What were you thinking? Absconding like that?”

      “Uh . . . I wasn’t . . . um,” Trigg stammered. The gray-haired elf sent sparks into the sky.

      “Right. You didn’t think. Just reacted. That’s exactly what got you into this mess. You’d think you’d learn by now,” Murdoch grumbled. “It’s going to get you, and more importantly, me, killed.”

      “Whose job was it to teach me?” Trigg shot back. “It took you months to figure out what kind of magic I use.”

      Murdoch shook his head. “There you go with that ‘not thinking’ again.” More sparks shot up from the podium. “You need to go. We’ll finish this later.” The goblin turned and left, heading up into the stands. Trigg fumed as he watched him go. Then, down in the Arena, the elf began to speak.

      “Candidates. Welcome to the 598th Drawing Ceremony.” The elf stretched his arms in a welcoming gesture. Behind him, fireworks burst in the morning sky, and the entire stadium erupted into cheers. As he spoke, a magic spell amplified his voice above the commotion.

      Trigg bolted down the final flight of stairs and joined the rest of the candidates. He was relieved to see a handful of others joining the crowd after him: a leafy dryad, a pale-skinned elf, and a small imp. At least he wasn’t the last to arrive. Scanning the crowd of candidates, Trigg made out the curly brown hair of Ephialtes.

      Flipping overachiever, Trigg thought. Of course he’d be there on time and looking perfect with his battle armor on, not a hair out of place.

      Trigg looked away from the elf. Thanks to Murdoch, he understood the gist of the spell and didn’t need to pay much attention. Instead, he examined the other candidates. The day of the tournament was almost here. Soon he’d know who he’d face first. Who would it be?

      Perhaps the leaf dryad next to him? She looked like an easy match, except he’d hate to fight a girl. Her delicate features gave the impression that she belonged on the cover of a magazine. If that magazine was about growing the perfect tree.

      Or maybe that dur’dalis three rows over. He wasn’t too big, but his chiseled features looked impressive. However, the way he slumped made Trigg think he was more scared than he was. Or the human boy to the middle right, with mousey brown hair. He knew that kid from the class with Professor Regan. He’d been the worst besides Trigg. He probably wouldn’t get so lucky to be matched up with someone like him. Or maybe he shouldn’t be underestimating them.

      Upon closer inspection, the dryad had thorns on her branches. The dur’dalis would be able to crush him with one good punch, and the human kid had been really good at weaving defensive spells.

      Trigg sighed. He could feel a headache coming on. How was he ever going to beat any of them? And if he did, could he fight to the death? It wasn’t right. This place was so different from Earth. Life had value there, even if people’s lives were so much shorter.

      As he was musing, a glimpse of gargoyle wings caught his attention.

      Barnabus? Trigg stretched to his toes and craned his neck for a better view. The wings had disappeared—if they’d been wings at all—into the crowd of tree branches, antlers, dirt towers of dur’dalis heads, and a weird collection of colors, textures, horns, and fairy wings. It was probably his mind playing tricks on him. He missed Barnabus. He missed having someone he could trust.

      At that moment, a rainbow of dark blues, blacks, reds, and greens flowed from the elf. Trigg jumped, momentarily startled, but then he remembered this was the final step of the ceremony. The magic spread and settled over the crowd. It tingled when it reached Trigg. Goosebumps rose on his exposed arms, and the sensation extended across his shoulders and down his spine. The dryad’s leaves rustled as if lifted by a breeze, and a small imp rubbed his or her long, slender nose and then sneezed.

      Then, the magic tightened around Trigg’s core. He felt a warming sensation as the spell settled and then the feeling vanished. A finale of fireworks exploded above the coliseum’s perimeter. The fireworks showed up perfectly against the clear blue sky in rich shades of color. The odd sight reminded Trigg how little he still knew about this place. In his pocket, the nightstone thrummed to life as if responding to the fireworks.

      He wondered if he’d be able to learn everything he needed before it was too late.

      After the ceremony ended, most of the crowd filtered from the stands. Murdoch joined him in the Arena. Other candidates were joined by their coaches or commanders, and some formed larger groups with multiple candidates.

      “Alliances,” Murdoch explained as he drew Trigg to a secluded spot along one of the Arena walls.

      The dream mites that made up the wall shifted in agitation when they got close. Trigg felt the stone warm his pocket. He made a mental note to sneak back out sometime and mess with it. Murdoch kept talking, not noticing the increased dream mite activity.

      “The first matchups will be posted later tonight. That gives us two weeks to prepare a strategy. Stay here and work on your focus exercises. Try to . . .” Murdoch glanced around him, looking for inspiration. “I don’t know. Try to annoy the dream mites or something. Then meet in the queen’s atrium at half past six tonight.”

      Anger coursed through Trigg. “Where are you going? Aren’t you supposed to help?”

      “I, along with all the other commanders, will be reviewing the results of the ceremony.” He gave Trigg a sideways glance. “I will see you tonight.” He then disappeared into the crowd, leaving Trigg alone.
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      After eating lunch at one of the upside-down cafes, Rihanna and Terryn decided to head straight to the library instead of touring the city more. Terryn wanted some time to talk to one of the librarians before the debriefing with De’nah Deborah. The library was a four-story building tilted like the Leaning Tower of Pisa. The front entrance was bordered by four huge columns, which resembled tree trunks, and an impressive staircase. Terryn thought the stairs would make for a good warm-up if the combat arena didn’t work out. As she bounded up them, a tortoiseshell cat snaked in between her legs, almost tripping her.

      “What’s this?” Terryn asked as she slowed down to look at the cat. It sat and licked its paws, as if it hadn’t been trying to trip library patrons moments before. “Here, kitty!” It turned its black, orange, and white head and stared at Terryn with bright green eyes.

      “That’s one of the city’s wild cats,” Rihanna said, flying up and landing on the step above Terryn. She gave the cat a fond eye-roll.  “Her name is Ursula. She’s a troublemaker and always demands pets.”

      As if agreeing, the cat let out another meow and head-butted Terryn’s ankles. “Oh fine.” Terryn laughed. The cat reminded her of a cat she’d had at the Children’s Home. Terryn picked her up. She crawled out of Terryn’s arms and instead draped herself around her shoulders. “Lazy kitty,” Terryn grumbled. However, she couldn’t resist scratching her head as they continued up the stairs.

      Past the building’s double wooden doors, which were engraved with trees and other unrecognizable plants, the library’s front entrance smelled like wood and dirt.

      Rihanna frowned. “Libraries are a stupid waste of trees. So much is recorded here, but at what loss of life.”

      Terryn nodded. “I know what you mean. That’s what ‘electronic’ means. We can store knowledge without having to make paper from trees.”

      “That sounds like a useful addition to our knowledge pool. You should speak to the dryads before we leave. They will want to learn of this new magic.”

      Terryn started to explain that it wasn’t magic but then shut her mouth. How do I know if it isn’t really a type of magic? If I understood how e-mail worked, would it still make it less magical when your message instantly appeared in someone else’s inbox, even though they might be hundreds or thousands of miles away from you?

      The grass under her feet interrupted her thoughts. An earthy smell permeated the entire library—still dry, but definitely dirt. As they walked on the springy grass, they passed into the main room, where a wonderful sight greeted them. Bookshelves as tall as forty-year-old trees towered above Terryn. What was more impressive was that the bookshelves still had branches growing from them, and their roots dug into the grassy floor. Birds flew from tree to tree.

      Oh my goodness, Terryn thought. Those aren’t birds! Those are the books.

      “They really are flying like birds!” she exclaimed. “That’s amazing. Look at those little red ones over there. They’re so cute!”

      Ursula jumped from her shoulder and dashed after a small book using its spine to hop along the ground.

      “No! Kitty! Come back!” Terryn shouted, but the tortoiseshell kitty ignored her. Quick as lightning, she pounced on the book, which gave an indignant squawk and began flapping furiously.

      “Hear, hear!” shouted a high-pitched voice. “I will have order!” Before Terryn reached the cat and the unfortunate book creature, Ursula jumped back as if she had been shocked. She shook out her paw as if flicking water off it. Then then began grooming it as if she’d never performed the rude deed of pouncing on the library wildlife.

      “And let that be a lesson to you, you wild cat, you!” the voice continued.

      Rihanna burst out with laughter.

      “How can you laugh?” Terryn demanded between her own giggles. “The poor kitty didn’t know what hit her.”

      “Well, I must insist on introducing myself then.” A small, brown creature stepped out from the trunk of the nearest bookshelf. He reached Terryn’s waist, his dark skin rough like the bark of the tree. His eyes sparkled a grayish green and looked as if they’d never given a mean look. A pair of silver spectacles sat on a thin, long nose. The creature wore a scholarly robe, something that reminded Terryn of a graduation gown, with an important-looking sash draped across his shoulders. A tree emblem was embroidered along it with characters that looked to be in a language that Terryn didn’t understand.

      “Pleased to meet you.” The creature extended its hand. “My name is Pages, head librarian.”

      “How do you do?” Terryn took his hand. It was surprisingly soft, like leather. “I’m Terryn and this is . . .”

      “Oh, Pages and I go way back,” Rihanna broke in. “Head librarian, eh?” She arched her eyebrows. “Te’na will be interested to know that.”

      “Rihanna, you can’t mind an old dodder his fun now.” Pages gave her a winning grin, exposing flat white teeth.

      Terryn knew she was missing a joke but didn’t care. “Did you have to go so hard on Ursula?” she cut in. “She was just being a cat, you know. I think a warning would have been better.”

      “Uh-hem.” Pages took off his glasses, blew on them, then began shining them with his robe. “The cat knows better, but she couldn’t resist. Better to show her who’s boss right away.”

      “She’s a cat. Of course she wouldn’t have known better.”

      “Freshly wo’ken?” Pages asked, looking at Rihanna, who nodded. “I’ll give you a pass, Terryn, since you’re new. Cats always know better, but do anyway.”

      As if to back up his words, Ursula strolled over and wrapped herself around his legs. The top of her tail almost reached his waist.

      “Meow!” She looked up into the librarian’s eyes.

      Terryn laughed. “It’s as if she’s promising that she won’t be any more trouble.”

      “Young lady, that’s exactly what she’s saying. Can’t you hear her?”

      The two girls exchanged looks, then shook their heads.

      “Cats can talk?” Terryn asked.

      “Of course. All animals who live partially in the dream world can talk!” the librarian exclaimed. “What do they teach kids these days!”

      “You’ll have to excuse Terryn,” Rihanna soothed. “She just arrived here from Earth. And, to be fair,” she added, “I’ve been around for an age, and I’ve never heard of animals speaking before, either!”

      “Well, of course, you wouldn’t have heard of it. It’s a power that belongs only to brownies. I do forget sometimes that not everyone can hear them. Forgive me, my memory is not what it used to be. Plus, no one has bothered to bring cats into the library in ages. I think I should really make that an official policy,” he harrumphed. Looking down at Ursula, who was still nuzzling his ankles, he glared. “What do you think about that, you little she-devil. Your purring doesn’t fool me.”

      Ursula darted off into the grass.

      “Will she be okay?” Terryn asked. “Your book birds don’t bite or anything, right?”

      “Oh, she’ll be fine,” Pages explained. “I’ve asked her to do me a favor. We have a couple of wood rats that keep chewing on the bookshelves and make their nests under the floorboards. I’ve told them time and time again, they’ll regret it. Well, thanks to Ursula, now they will.” He rubbed his hands together with glee. “It’s going to be delightful. But now, I’m sure you didn’t come here just to see the sights. What knowledge do you seek?”

      “I was hoping you could tell me about my friend, Helo. He’s a dur’dalis. And then also my brother Trigg.”

      Pages beamed. “No problem! Helo Renaldi Artman. Age 734. Commander of the Sunrise Battalion. Talks to birds. Has nightmares about being lost.

      “He’s still alive! And he got promoted! That’s great!”

      “Told yah.” Rihanna nudged Terryn. “Guardians live a really long time.”

      “I didn’t have to think none too hard about Commander Artmen. I know all the facts about our commanders—both United and Divided.”

      Happiness spread through Terryn, knowing her friend was still alive. “As soon as I find Trigg, I’m going to go visit Helo. He’ll be so surprised.” Then, she turned to Pages. “What can you tell me about my brother? His name is Trigg.”

      “Hmm.” Pages grabbed his chin and starred off into space. “He’s a little harder. I’ll have to access my memory bank.”

      Pages’ eyes rolled up in his head and fluttered back and forth as if he was running a computer search on the back of his eyeballs. Suddenly, he shook his head and snapped out of it. That’s creepy.

      “Got ’em. Trigg August Lofton. Age fifteen, almost sixteen. Dark hair. Your twin. Loves skateboards. Has nightmares about being alone. What else do you need to know?”

      Seeing Terryn’s concerned reaction, Rihanna leaned over and mumbled, “The library has records on every being that’s ever dreamed. Not just commanders. Pages has most of them memorized.”

      “That I do!” Pages beamed happily. “What can I tell you about him?” He frowned. “Although, it seems like you already have significant knowledge.”

      Terryn cleared her throat. “Um . . . I need to know where he is now?”

      Pages’ eyes rolled back up and he mumbled to himself.

      “Why aren’t you more creeped out?” Rihanna asked. “In fact, you’re taking all of this rather well. Some new recruits have locked themselves in their apartments and refused to come out for weeks.”

      “Really? This stuff is easy. My boyfriend’s eyes turned pitch black on me a couple days ago, everyone on my home planet is in danger from an ancient evil, and my brother is probably about to die. I’ll take talking cats, flying books, and apartments with magically appearing lip balm any day.”

      “Does not compute!” Pages yelled. He sputtered out of his coma and then bonked himself on the head. “What do you mean ‘does not compute.’ You’re a brain. Do some computing.” Pages jerked his head, then sputtered, “No data available. Error. Try again later.”

      “Oh no. That doesn’t sound good.” Rihanna reached over to touch Pages. “Are you okay?”

      The brownie massaged his temples—his forehead had huge wrinkles. The top of his head gleamed. It was a stark contrast to the wads of white hair growing from his ears. “My memory seems to be acting up again. Either that, or there must not be any records of where he is. Maybe try again tomorrow after he’s slept? I’m sorry I couldn’t be of better service. Is there something else I could help you with?”

      “Maybe,” said Rihanna, thoughtfully. “What about asking something more general?”

      “Does it work like that?” Terryn asked.

      “Sure does,” Pages replied. “You just have to have a clearance card to come here, and all the knowledge you want is at your fingertips. Rihanna has a card. You can borrow hers until you get yours.”

      “But you’re the head librarian,” Terryn demanded. “Why can’t you just make me one?”

      “Well . . . uh . . . since you bring that up . . .” The brownie sputtered and scratched his head in embarrassment.

      “Has the DLB being causing trouble while I was gone?” a melodic voice asked. A tall, young woman walked up to the trio. She wore a yellow dress. A wreath of morning glory flowers grew among her strands of long, brown hair. She walked gracefully across the grassy floor, her feet bare.

      “Terryn,” said Rihanna. “This is the true head librarian, Te’na Daniella.”

      “Then, why did you say Pages was?”

      “An old recruit joke between myself and the dear little brownie,” Te’na Daniella explained. Her gentle tones made Terryn feel better about being duped. “Unfortunately, our joke must come to an untimely end. The commander’s debriefing is about to start. I was sent to find you. Come with me.”

      She turned and headed deeper into the library’s halls. Terryn and Rihanna followed her to a back wall lined with windows and doors to several meeting rooms. A large holographic map floated in the center of the largest room. Beneath it, a wooden table stood around which about a dozen beings were seated.

      Terryn followed Rihanna into the room and Te’na closed the door behind her.

      “You found them. Thank you, Te’na,” said De’nah Deborah who sat at the head of the table. “We’re ready to begin, then. Please take your seats, everyone.”

      De’nah Deborah’s words sounded muffled to Terryn because she’d frozen the moment the door closed and trapped her in the room. Her father stood in the far corner of the room, almost as if he were hiding. His blue eyes—eyes that Trigg shared, eyes that she hadn’t seen since their fight in the stream—locked onto hers and pinned her to the ground.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 28

          

          

      

    

    







            The Enemy of My Enemy

          

        

      

    

    
      “Terryn!” De’nah Deborah snapped. “Please, sit!” The guardian motioned to an empty chair between her and Rihanna.

      It took all of Terryn’s willpower to wrench her gaze away from her father’s. Every in one of her senses screamed in rebellion to the guardian’s demand. He was the last person she wanted to see. If only she could turn tail and bust through the room’s wooden door into the library’s forest of shelves, through the city’s snow-lined streets, and into the safety of her new apartment. Her feet refused to budge. A jumble of emotions tumbled over each other in her head—anger, resentment, happiness, and a few others she couldn’t identify. They threated to boil over to her eyes. Yet, running away meant missing this chance to help rescue Trigg. She would deal with her father later. Family first—and that did not include him.

      Terryn stiffened her bottom lip, tilted her chin, and took the dreaded seat next to De’nah Deborah. At least, doing so allowed her to put her back to Commander Derrik.

      De’nah Deborah swiped up on her metal wristband, which zoomed out the perspective of the holographic map in the center of the room. Along the northern portion of the projection a glacier stretched. A miniature replica of the tower occupied the right corner. A large tack stuck in its base. Guessing from the tack’s size compared to the smaller tacks that dotted the map, Terryn guessed it denoted their current location of Steffnunnar Fyrsti or the First City. A river cut the map in two and flowed south toward an ocean. To the west of the river were deserts and to the east a forest of tall redwoods and pine trees. The details of the map grew fuzzy the further south. A black tower raised

      “Master Sergeant Kerib, you may begin,” De’nah Deborah addressed a large yeti-like creature who dwarfed the chair on her opposite side. He had a round with a large black nose, bristled ears, small black eyes that blazed with intelligence, and a muzzle full of round white teeth. Beside him sat a gnome. His bumpy face and larger eyes reminded Terryn of her friend Natasha, who she’d learned from Pages in the library was back on her home planet.

      “As you all know,” Kerib began. His deep voice resonated through the room. “The exact location of Nightmare City has remained concealed from us for centuries. Despite the best efforts of my scouts and the Un’Domani Seers, no one has been able to penetrate the mists within the Plains of Despair where the city hides. Our knowledge extends only as far south as the Fjord of Ostenlund and the Second City.

      “However, thanks to De’nah Deborah’s field work a few months ago, we learned the location of a firefly portal used to transport a wo’ken from Earth to Imperious Nox in the Forsaken Forest. Myself, Lieutenant Hazzid—” He motioned to the gnome sitting next to him. “—and a squad of soldiers tracked the Divided party from the portal through the forest to the Second City. There we gathered intel for several weeks until they discovered our presence during the wo’ken’s first training exercise in the sixth dimension. However, in the subsequent confusion, one of our spies infiltrated the hoard general’s party and traveled through the Forsaken Forrest to escort the new wo’ken to the Nightmare City to train for the queen’s tournament.

      “About two weeks into the journey, we lost contact with her at the mouth of the River Röa, where the forest and the plains intersect. We believe this is because that is the location of the Divided’s capital, Nightmare City. It’s hidden in an enormous wall of mist and we were not keyed to the magic protecting the city. She entered, and we lost contact. That was two weeks ago. It’s possible she may either have been discovered or still be undercover, but just cannot contact us because of the city’s defenses.”

      As he spoke, he drew their movements on the map using a metal stylus. Wherever it touched, it left a glowing neon line on the projection. A murmur of expectation rustled around the room. In the seat next to Terryn, Rihanna’s wings buzzed. Her eyes gleamed above a constrained smile. Terryn saw her own excitement reflected there. Could it be possible that the wo’ken they’d been able to track was Trigg? She leaned in for a closer look at the mouth of the river.

      “Thank you, Kerib,” De’nah Deborah spoke. “Now, for the second part of this meeting, I’d like our own newest wo’ken, Terryn, daughter of Earth, to report on what happened when she traveled through the Between as part of her 100 nights of awakening.”

      All eyes turned to her. Terryn gulped and leaned back. This must be why she’d been invited. Drat, she should have seen this coming. Drawing a deep breath, she cleared her throat and disjointly explained how she’d been trapped on Earth by a boy possessed by the Blight. When she’d escaped into the stream, he’d followed and tricked her into opening a gateway that allowed all the other beings he’d infected to enter the Between.

      At this point, De’nah Deborah interjected, “He touched her and attuned to her magical energy that allowed him to bypass the safeguards the Porta Septimi placed on the gateways.” The commanders exchanged nods of understanding.

      “Then the zen’nacht created a whirlpool, and I found myself here,” Terryn finished. The room’s occupants sat in shocked silence. Then everyone began speaking at once.

      “It can’t be the Blight.”

      “How can it have escaped?”

      “It’s possessed a boy? How can we be sure?”

      A cool voice cut through the commotion. “So our newest wo’ken is a wanderer, and she’s already allowed the Blight to escape from beyond the veil,” a regal sylph across the table summarized. She wore golden knots along her blue robe and wave tattoos climbed up her wrists. She fluttered her wings to emphasize her words and folded her delicate hands together. “What would you have us do, De’nah Deborah?”

      “Let’s keep the blame where it belongs,” Derrik interjected from the corner of the room. He stood up and addressed the commanders. His deep voice came quick and with a defensive note. “The Blight would have escaped with or without her help. The girl only played a part set in motion by Queen Lilith over a decade ago.”

      Terryn twisted her neck around at Derrick’s defense of her and narrowed her eyes at him. He shouldn’t defend her. And who was the Divided Queen? What had she done?

      “Thank you, commanders,” De’nah Deborah said. “Commander Ve’Latha Fenjyree, what I propose is we must pivot from our campaign against the Divided and instead turn our attention to this new threat. We ignore the Blight at our peril.”

      A dur’dalis next to the sylph commander set his bulky fist on the table. The movement jarred the map. “The Blight was beaten once before, but that was when the Guardians were not split into factions,” he pointed out. “My groundweavers can barely handle fighting on one front, let alone two.”

      De’nah Deborah steepled her fingers and pursed her lips. “You are exactly right, Captain Loh’relion. The Blight is the greater threat. Even with accounting for the recent increase in the Divided’s troop movements. Perhaps they have also discovered the Blight. Or perhaps the queen thinks to take advantage and attack when we’re distracted. Either way, we will be prepared.”

      She turned in her chair and waved Commander Derrik forward. “Supreme Commander Derrik will provide the specifics so you may know that what we are proposing, while dangerous, has the full weight of the Council of Nine behind it.”

      “Thank you, commander.” Derrik strode to the front of the room. Terryn could see the wear of the subsequent centuries on him. His dark hair had more streaks of gray in it. His eyes were more wrinkled than Terryn remembered, and a short beard covered his chin as if he hadn’t bothered to shave in a week. He caught her inspection and smiled. Annoyed at herself for being caught looking at him, Terryn looked at her hands in her lap. She was careful to keep her gaze on her hands in her lap while Derrik talked.

      “Considering this new threat,” he began, “we will change our strategy regarding the Divided. The Council is willing to extend the current armistice, which takes place during the festival months, until the Blight is defeated. Now that we know an approximate location of Nightmare City, a small contingent of delegates will approach the city and ask to speak to the queen and offer the terms of the treaty. De’nah Deborah as commander of the First City will lead this party. To protect the city while De’nah is gone, the island of Paragon will leave the ice fields and come to the city. Its presence will provide more than enough back up to Captain Loh’relion and the City Guard. This addresses your reinforcements concern, Captain?” Derrik asked the dur’dalis who responded, “Yes, thank you, sir.”

      Derrik continued, “Should De’nah Deborah’s party fail to find the city or receive less than a cordial welcome from the queen, Paragon will also provide two additional battalions to supplement the Sunrise Battalion under General Artmen’s command. They will position at the fjord, ready to advance south to the Second City if needed.

      “Those accompanying De’nah Deborah will include her assistant, Rihanna, to not only to help De’nah, but also in capacity as the daughter of the sylvan king. Master chief spy Kerib Makkol and his deputy Hazzid Shadowsong, and Terryn Lofton, daughter of Earth, to attest to the Blight’s return and as the sister of the Divided wo’ken. A contingent of twenty soldiers will also accompany them.”

      As he spoke, Terryn had been fidgeting with the sky cloth of her sleeve, but she drank in every world. Her mind was moving fast. The United would try to ally with the Divided to fight the Blight. It seemed like a smart move, but Terryn didn’t care so much about that as she did finding Trigg. When were they going to get to that part? Then, the way Derrick had said her name and her familiar title pulled her attention. She looked up, right into his eyes, and could not look away this time. They burned with intensity. She could almost believe he cared for her, except she’d seen him give such speeches before to soldiers. He loved doing his job. She had to give him that, and that was what she was seeing right now. That had to be it, she assured herself. It had nothing to do with her or Trigg.

      When Derrik finished and asked if there were questions, she couldn’t help raising her hand.

      “What about my brother? I had a vision of him dying. That can’t happen.”

      Derrick listened intently and then replied, “When you speak to the queen about the Blight, at that time, it would be reasonable for you to ask about him and his status. You could try to convince him to leave.”

      De’nah Deborah added, “If we’re able, we will support his decision, but it must be his own. If you steal him away or he runs away, it could jeopardize our efforts to secure an alliance with the Divided.”

      “He will want to leave once I tell him what I saw,” Terryn replied.

      “Daughter of Earth,” Derrik addressed her. His voice sounded cautious, as if addressing a skittish cottontail. “Until you complete your training in Paragon, you should not rely on your visions as truth. I have told you as much before.”

      What sentimental feelings Terryn had felt at his defense of her to the sylvan commander evaporated at his words. How dare he say that? Did he not care for his own son? Even if her visions were not completely clear, Terryn could tell what they meant. She was the one who’s traveled through the stream. And she was the one who’d navigated into the sea of stars above the plains of the Between and discovered that what looked like twinkling stars were the auras of living beings. He could not know that the visions she saw in the auras there were true. Terryn controlled her anger and responded, “I can see we’re still going to agree to disagree, commander.”

      “I am sorry for that.”

      “Me too.”

      “Perhaps, when you travel to Paragon, we can speak more of it,” Derrik told her, his expression grim. “Until then, you will depart in the morning with the rest of the scouting party. And, for your brother’s sake, may the winds be at your back.”
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      Trigg watched Murdoch’s hunched, green-skinned figure disappear into the crowd gathered in the Arena. Above, the hot sun blared in a cloudless sky.

      The candidates for the Festival of Lights talked and laughed, excited to learn their bracket. The stone walls towered above. Flag poles lined the ramparts. Trigg noticed more flags every time he came here to practice. But today the flags lay flat in the dead air as the blazing heat suffocated him.

      Trigg pulled at his leather jerkin and wished he’d had time to put on a cooler cotton shirt. Like what he saw Ephialtes wearing a few yards away. The curly-haired elf stood in a semicircle chatting with other candidates. Despite the heat, he seemed easy and relaxed, exuding an easy, confident air that Trigg knew he would never be able to replicate. The way the other candidates gravitated to him marked him as a clear favorite to win the tournament. It felt just like high school, and Trigg was not part of the cool club. Not only was he not part of it, but he needed to figure out how to beat it.

      After a few minutes, the crowd began to thin. Many made their way back inside the cool stone archway that led into the queen’s palace.

      Trigg pulled at his leather jerkin, wishing he could go with them, but Murdoch had been right—curse the goblin—he needed to practice. As many minutes as he could get. He maneuvered through the dwindling crowd to a practice station set up in the shade of the wall. It was on the opposite end of the field from the central location of the gathering, which Trigg liked. That way, he wouldn’t have such a big audience to watch his miserable attempt at magic.

      The station had a red-and-white archery target and a basket of arrows, except there were no bows. A pictograph directed Trigg to weave a wind spell to hurl the arrows at the target. The stone wall behind the bull’s-eye was pocketed with divots and chips. A reassuring sign that if he missed, at least he wouldn’t be the first one.

      Trigg took a deep breath and spread his hands, then focused on the tips of his fingers like Professor Regan had instructed during class. He felt his magic’s answering call. A warm sensation spread through him, and he directed the feeling to the centers of his hands. Silver tendrils seeped from his palms. He narrowed his focus, pushing aside his worry and jealousy about the other candidates, and formed two glowing silver balls.

      Now what to do next? How do you weave a wind spell? Or . . . Trigg paused, examining the bull’s-eye. Does it really have to be wind?

      He consolidated the two spheres into one larger ball. With his left hand, he slid an arrow from the basket. The slender metal tube felt cool. Twirling the tip toward the target, he slid the arrow through the magic ball and rested it between his pointer finger and thumb. He took a breath and rolled his shoulders. Then, he aimed and released.

      It flew toward the target with a whoosh. Halfway there, its path curved as if pulled by an unseen force, and the arrow-infused ball slammed into the wall to the target’s left.

      The stone cracked like thunder. A thick cloud of dust and pebbles washed over Trigg. He backpedaled, lost his footing, and tripped. He landed on his behind. Shrieks and cries of alarm emanated from the sentients still milling around. As the debris-plume cleared, Trigg realized that the target had vanished, and only a hole, about the same size as his ball, remained.

      Trigg’s eyes widened. “So much for making a little divot.”

      Dream mites skittered around the hole, trying to fill the opening, but they kept falling in on themselves. They pulsed with red in alarm. Trigg almost thought he could hear them squeaking.

      “No kidding,” said the familiar voice of Cole beside him. “That is going to require a patch.”

      “Cole! What are you doing here?”

      “Barnabus sent me,” the sylph responded dryly. “I would have come sooner had I realized you couldn’t last ten minutes without blowing something up.”

      He helped Trigg to his feet and added with a wicked grin, “I thought I had at least fifteen.”

      “Hey!” Trigg protested, giving his friend a light punch on the shoulder. “I would like to see you do better!”

      “I have more than a hundred years’ experience on you. Of course I can do better, but this is not about me.” He pulled Trigg’s shoulder and ushered him toward the archway. “It’s about helping my buda!”

      “I can use all the help I can get.” Trigg laughed. “I am so glad to see you! I thought you were with Len’Leyah’s squad tracking the United soldiers.”

      “I was. When we caught up to them, she sent me back to report to Barnabus. Then he sent me here. He and everyone else should be here in the next week.”

      “That is great news. All my friends will be here to watch my death.”

      “Don’t be so self-centered, buda. It’s the Festival of Lights. We’d all be here anyway. Watching you fight is extra, and you’re not going to be around long if we don’t get that wall patched and . . .” Cole poked at the holes in Trigg’s armor. The damage looked worse because of his fight with the dreamweaver. “Get you to the armory. Can’t be fighting like that.”

      Trigg’s mouth hung open as he followed Cole through Nightmare City’s streets. He’d been so busy training since he’d arrived, he hadn’t taken time to see everything.

      Thorns and briars covered the gray walls that encircled the city. Clouds choked out the sky and released a fine mist that made the air heavy and dank. Mature dream mites crawled along the walls and paths. They made iridescent patterns in the gray cobblestone. Trigg felt bad for walking on them, but he loved how they swirled around his Converse. The narrow streets were lined with row houses stacked together as if built by the architect from The Nightmare Before Christmas. Dark beams and siding that seemed chipped in places. Strange smells wafted from the haphazard gaps between the buildings. Glowing fungus and moss grew in the smaller spaces and creeped out from the edge of the paths.

      The paths themselves were crowded with foot traffic and mopeds. Or at least they looked like mopeds. They had no wheels, but instead a flat metal plate similar to the platforms in the sleeper fields. They glided down the streets in eerie silence.

      The races of sentient beings were an eclectic mix. Trigg saw a rainbow of sylphs, lizard creatures, goblins, and even a few dur’dalis.

      After about fifteen minutes of navigating the maze of sights and smells, Cole stopped at a large, open building. A giant metal awning spread across its front. Heat rippled the air from the giant burning forges set up along the back wall. The humidity suddenly felt like a welcome relief.

      “Follow me and stay close,” Cole said and pushed through a gate that seemed to have been welded together with a hodgepodge of metalworking projects gone awry. Its pointy tips served as a barrier to keep curious onlookers away from the firepits that burned within the yard. Several lizards and more fire sylphs worked around the anvils set up near each pit. The noise of their hammers vibrated Trigg’s chest, making it hard to hear. Trigg followed—his armor sticking to his back and making him itch—to the back of the building where a burly red goblin who looked like he could have been Murdoch’s cousin sat on a tall metal stool. He bent over a large parchment book that almost engulfed his head. A quill bobbed in his claw as he wrote figures down, occasionally stopping to dip the quill in a nearby ink bottle that shone bright silver.

      “Greetings, Hel’dric,” shouted Cole, above the din of the hammers.

      “Eh?” The goblin blinked as if coming out of a trance. His yellow eyes narrowed when he saw them. He set the quill in the ink bottle. “Colmehyuff. What are you doing here?”

      “My buda needs a repair.” Cole nodded to Trigg. The red goblin scowled at his attire. He felt as if the creature’s golden eyes found every single ding and dent, not to mention the tears along the shoulders where the dreamweaver had dug its claws. He raised his eyebrow.

      “Tussle with a drakkon?” he asked.

      Trigg gave an abased grin. “A dreamweaver.”

      The goblin chuckled. “She got you good.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Name’s Hel’dric. None of those fancy titles.” The goblin scooted off the stool and came around the counter. He poked and prodded at the chain work and steel connections. “Give me a day and a dozen shekels, and we’ll get it fixed up.”

      “A dozen?” Cole’s tattoos flared. “I didn’t say he needed a new jerkin. Just the holes patched. Five.”

      Hel’dric shook his head. “Dream steel is harder and harder to come by. Trouble up in the mines. I can’t do it for less than ten.”

      “The mines don’t concern us. Trigg here’s the camp’s champion. Five now, and we’ll give you the other five after he wins next week.”

      The goblin growled in protest. “No deal. Ephialtes is Nightmare City’s champion this year. Your boy doesn’t stand a chance against him or his drakkon.”

      Cole crossed his arms. Trigg stood straighter and glared. “That city elf doesn’t know what he’s in for,” he yelled above the din.

      The goblin’s lips stretched in a laugh, revealing rows of needle teeth. “And do you have some power that can control drakkons?”

      “What does that matter?” Trigg asked.

      Cole laid a hand on his shoulder and whispered, “That’s what Ephialtes’ specialty is. He can control drakkons.”

      “And I can absorb magic,” Trigg replied loud enough so the goblin would hear him.

      Hel’dric gave him a conceding nod. “I’ll give ya—that’s impressive—but how’ll that help when a drakkon has you in its grip and chomping yer head off?”

      Trigg gulped. He hadn’t thought of that.

      Even Cole looked unsure. “I’m impressed you figured out your magic, but, buda, that’s a good point.”

      Hel’dric gave Trigg’s armor a second look. He held a clawed finger to his wrinkled lips. “I’ll take six shekels now, plus four shekels later.”

      “Seems reasonable,” Trigg said. He went to pull the coin from his pocket, but Cole stayed his hand.

      “Seems reasonable, but what’s the catch?” the sylph asked.

      “The rest after you become the Queen’s Champion. And, considering I’ll have some skin in the game, I’d be willing to support the cause.”

      “Okay?” Cole and Trigg asked.

      “Drakkon scales are some of the toughest materials around. Get me two scales, and I’ll use one of them to fix your armor. It’ll give you a resistance to its fire and protect my investment of the additional four shekels.”

      “Drakkon scales are worth way more than four shekels. You’ll make ten times that on the other scale we bring back.”

      “Assuming we make it back without being burnt to a crisp,” Trigg added, remembering their last encounter with a drakkon.

      “That’s my final offer. Take it.” The goblin gave them an evil smile. “Or go into the tournament with broken armor. Your call.”

      Trigg gave a reluctant nod and counted out six shekels on the table. “It’s a deal.”
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      Terryn flew on the raken through the pink morning clouds. Its leathery wings reflected the rising sunbeams in shimmers of purple and green. De’nah Deborah sat in front of her, controlling the creature’s flight path with leather reins. Rihanna glided beside them, arms outstretched like a dandelion puff floating in the air. Her purple wind tattoos and silvery dress gleamed in the sunshine that split the clouds above. Before them, Master scout Kerib directed his raken toward their destination in the Forsaken Forest. Hazzid rode at his back. Behind them, an entire flight of raken flew, each carrying the additional soldiers and other party members.

      Terryn ducked her head behind De’nah Deborah’s back to thaw her cheeks. The cold wind whipped into them like tiny fingers made from icicles. She wished for a scarf to go with the blue coat she’d found hanging in the closet of her apartment. It did a nice job of keeping her warm, along with the fur-lined pants and long-sleeve silken blouse discovered in a dresser.

      They’d already been flying for several hours before the sun rose. They continued traveling through most of the day, eating hard tack wrapped in wax paper produced from side flaps of the rakens’ saddle bags for their meals. Terryn hardly dared to move for fear of falling to the ground a hundred feet below. It'd been several days since they left the First City. First flying through the wooded hills that lined the glacier and overnighting at a lake. Then continuing to the River Röa, which they currently followed. Its shining waters below divided the rolling hills of the United’s territory from the darker Forsaken Forest. Kerib had said they would follow it until they reached the Fjord of Ostenlund where they would turn west into the desert of the Neutral Zone. That was their current destination.

      When the sun’s rays turned golden amber in the waning day and Primus, the first moon, gleamed on the eastern horizon, De’nah Deborah signaled for the party to land. Once on the ground, Terryn fell from the raken’s saddle, her muscles so cramped and sore from sitting all day, that she felt like a newborn babe just learning to walk.

      That night, after a dinner of wild rabbit, which reminded Terryn of Helo, Terryn rolled out her sleeping bag near a campfire. Rihanna, in her own bag, watched Terryn gingerly slide into her sleeping bag. “You’re moving so slow, a snaggle wort would beat you in a race and they carry their homes on their backs,” the sylph teased.  Her good-natured expression let Terryn know she was joking, but Terryn couldn’t help feeling grumpy.

      “I’m so sore,” she grumbled. “Considering I’ve never ridden on a miniature dragon before, I think I’m doing remarkably well, thank you.”

      “We can’t all be perfect on the first try.” Rihanna winked.

      Terryn barked a laugh. “Except for you, who's perfect already.” She propped herself up on one elbow and waved in Rihanna’s direction. “I mean your hair, it’s flawless, after flying all day. Then look at this.” Terryn waved at the rat-nest the wind had made of her own hair.

      “By the Light’s grace.” Rihanna blew a kiss toward Terryn. “You are a dear heart.” When the imaginary kiss reached her, a small gust of wind circled Terryn, lifting her short blonde hair off her shoulders in a playful twirl. It smoothed out the tangles, and her hair cascaded into place exactly as if she’d run 100 brush strokes through it. Terryn laughed with delight while running her fingers through her hair. “Thank you.”

      Rihanna smiled her thanks and crawled into her own bag on the other side of the fire. “Get some rest. Tomorrow we’ll reach the neutral zone and then from there the Plains of Despair, where the search for the city will truly begin.”
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      The next morning dawned with a dur’dalis soldier emerging from the woods and whispering to De’nah Deborah while they sat eating cold rabbit. She murmured her thanks to the soldier and motioned to Hazzid. The gnome and her conferred in quiet voices and then De’nah Deborah addressed the group.

      “There is something that requires my attention just south of here,” she said. “Hazzid and I will investigate. Kerib, please ready the camp. Have the raken warden delay his return until I know more. I will return shortly.”

      “Yes, sir.” Kerib said.

      Satisfied, De’nah Deborah and Hazzid followed the soldier into the woods. Once they disappeared, Kerib called everyone to attention and gave orders to break camp. Terryn and Rihanna rolled up their sleeping bags. Terryn folded up her great coat and stowed it in one of the raken’s saddle bags. Rihanna had assured her she wouldn’t need it, as the neutral zone was a desert.

      Rihanna stroked the green head of the raken. “Too bad we can’t take them with us.” She kissed its fuzzy nose.

      “Why not?” Terryn asked. She pulled a light jacket from the saddle bag and a short sword with a buckle.

      “They will only alert the Divided to our presence. No need to be discovered until we’re ready.”

      “Sounds good to me. I’m ready to use my own two feet again.”

      Within fifteen minutes, De’nah Deborah and Hazzid reappeared among the trees. They met with Kerib and debated back and forth. Terryn guessed it was about the raken. Five of the soldiers and a gruff elf departed several minutes later with the raken. They flew back the way they’d come.

      The rest of the party followed De’nah Deborah into the woods. A ten-minute trek brought them to the base of a large oak tree. A putrid smell like rotting mushrooms surrounded the party and make Terryn’s nose wrinkle. Looking closer, she saw a black substance covering the leaves and ground around the tree’s base.

      “Scouts, attention,” De’nah Deborah called, bringing the party to a halt. She leaned down and touched the ooze. When she stood, a dark, chalky substance clung to her hands. Terryn, Hazzid, and the remaining soldiers gathered around her.

      “Something passed this way,” Deborah announced, wiping the blackened dirt on the smooth tree bark.

      “What is it?” Terryn asked.

      “It’s a contamination. Possibly from a nightmare creature, escaped from the dream world.”

      “Does it have something to do with Ryan?”

      “Perhaps.” Deborah avoided her gaze. “Let’s keep moving but stay on your guard. We’ll be heading into the neutral zone soon.”

      As Rihanna and Kerib joined the party, Deborah gave orders. She took point, with Hazzid, being the smallest, scouting ahead. Terryn took the center section with most of the soldiers, charged with watching for danger from the sides. Rihanna would fly above to guard the skies, and Kerib, along with two bulkier dur’dalis soldiers, guarded the rear.

      “Terryn, be as silent as possible,” Rihanna whispered to her before she took to the air. “Normally, when we go into the neutral zone, it’s with a full contingent of soldiers.”

      Great, this is going to be fun.

      The group edged forward. Over the next hour, they saw nothing out of the ordinary. Leaves on the forest floor rustled around them as strange dream creatures scurried from their passage. The wind brushed through the leaves, but whenever Terryn felt nervous, she looked up at Rihanna, who shrugged as if to tell her not to worry.

      The soreness in Terryn’s thighs increased the further they trekked. She chalked it up to being tired and out of shape. Kickboxing might be great cardio, but it doesn’t really prepare me for trekking over tree logs and hills for hours. Finally, when she thought she couldn’t take another step, Hazzid materialized from the undergrowth ahead and signaled a stop.

      Terryn plopped on the ground. The soldiers spread around the path in small groups. Rihanna alighted next to her. Kerib towered over them—his shaggy fur smelled like a wet dog, but his relentless glare into the woods made Terryn feel safer. Deborah and Hazzid conferred ahead in quiet tones.

      “Where do you think we’re doing?” Terryn asked. “You said no one has ever been this far before.”

      She directed her question at Rihanna, but it was Kerib who answered.

      “We’re entering the neutral zone. The Imatari race lives here,” he said. “They do not look kindly on those who intrude on their dreams—either United or Divided. A great battle was fought here long ago, and now all know to leave them in peace.”

      His tone sounded proud and possessive. It made Terryn curious, but before she could ask a question, Deborah turned with new orders.

      “A clearing is just up ahead to our left. It is the start of the neutral zone. We must proceed with caution,” she said. “Kerib, I want you at point. Hazzid has scouted our perimeter and sees no threat, however, this close to the neutral zone, you never know what might happen.”

      The party reassembled in opposite order and pressed forward. As they approached, Terryn noticed the terrain had changed. Trees with leaves like oak trees grew farther and farther apart. Instead, smaller spiky trees reaching only a few feet higher than Kerib dotted the landscape. The grass also browned.

      Within ten minutes, they reached the clearing’s edge. Here, the grass was completely gone and desert sand spread before them.

      Kerib raised his fist in the air, signaling for a halt.

      “I’ve never been this close to the neutral zone before,” Rihanna whispered. “The wind feels different here. I don’t like it.”

      Ahead, Kerib began to feel the air as if he were touching an invisible wall.

      “What is he doing?” Terryn asked Rihanna.

      “Checking for traps. Out here, he is the best, since this is where he grew up.”

      “You mean, he’s Imatori?”

      “Imatari, yes,” Deborah corrected. “Now hush and pay attention. He has found something.”

      Kerib made soft singing noises. A web of glowing lace flickered into view. It blocked the way forward. Terryn moved closer to hear him speak to Deborah.

      “It is a ward against intruders. If we were to pass this, we would trigger an alarm that would bring them here to investigate.”

      “What do you advise?” Deborah asked.

      “We should wait to cross. We don’t want to proceed without the Imatari’s permission anyway, since we will bring them down on us, regardless. Unless you want to trek two days out of our way to find a clear path through the Forsaken Forest?” He tilted his head.

      Deborah shook her head. “We don’t have time to wait.”

      “Then, I suggest altering the spell. I know the warp of the weave and could make it so.”

      “What change would you make?”

      “Instead of sounding an alarm, it would sound a doorbell. A slight change, but my father will know it is me, and he will come instead of the warriors. Hopefully, he will be able to help us and prevent them from taking the rest of you captive.”

      “Kerib, being captured won’t be an option, but I am interested to learn more of your race, so proceed,” Deborah said.

      Kerib began to weave the changes to the alarm spell. Terryn watched, fascinated. Most of the time it looked like his fingers manipulated something invisible, but sometimes, when the light was just right, she thought she saw a glimmer of cords.

      “Why can’t I see what he’s doing all the time?”

      Rihanna smiled. “The more experienced you become with weaving, the easier it will be to see the threads.”

      “Your eyes are not yet experienced,” Deborah said. “Patience, child. You must learn to walk before you may run. Like your father, I also fear you may be running up a hill before you know how to run back down.”

      Terryn sniffed with annoyance, hoping Deborah would hear her, but a sonorous ring drowned her out.

      Kerib let out a delighted yell. “It is done!” Even Terryn could see the lights from the altered weave flicker and dance. It flashed along the invisible wall like a wave of light until it disappeared into the distance.

      “That should do it.” Kerib beamed proudly. “My father should be here any time now.”

      “Everyone, except for Kerib, fall back,” Deborah commanded. “Weapons ready!”

      Under her breath so only Terryn could hear, Rihanna muttered, “Right, no need for them to mistake us as pincushions before seeing him.”

      Terryn gripped the hilt of her short sword. It felt foreign in her hands. She wished for her boxing gloves. They had appeared in her apartment, but she’d left them behind. She hadn’t expected to miss them so soon.

      After a few minutes, a small group of figures appeared in the distance. They were tall, and their entire bodies were covered in long, full hair like Kerib. Bows were strapped across their backs, and they wore no clothes.

      “Greetings, brothers of the Eternal Sands,” Kerib yodeled when they got close. They yodeled back something that sounded like a question, but Terryn couldn’t make out any distinguishable words.

      Kerib answered them, “We have traveled far, and our destination is near. I seek permission to enter the Aeterna Harenea in peace, so we may shelter this night before the dream begins.”

      Terryn saw three figures draw close. The tallest one’s hair was darker while the other two were the same camel shade as Kerib. If he hadn’t been wearing his guardian armor whose shapes twisted and turned like Deborah’s, Terryn wouldn’t have been able to tell him apart from the other two.

      They stopped across from Kerib.

      “Lost brother,” the one with the darker fur said. His deep voice echoed around the party. “Many moons have we mourned your crossing. Yet, here you return to us. A glad day this will be.”

      “It is only for the dream of one evening,” Kerib said. “I have responsibilities that must be fulfilled before my return.”

      “Regardless, it is good to see you.” The dark-haired Imatari grasped Kerib’s shoulders, and they bowed their heads until their foreheads touched.

      Rihanna whispered, “That must be his father. De’nah Deborah told me once he is a chief among their people, but who knows? Kerib is the only Imatari who has ever come out of the neutral zone willingly and train among the guardians.”

      “Even after your departure, we will remember it with glad tidings, for this day, he who darkness covers has fallen from the sky.” Kerib’s father looked toward the others as he spoke. “The prophecy, my son, has come true at last, and the Imatari will once again retake that which was lost so long ago. It is time for your return.”

      “Father.” Kerib bowed his head low. “I cannot undertake such an honor. I am not ready.”

      “What do you mean you are not ready? You are here, on the eve when prophecy has been fulfilled, and you bring those who would serve the blood price with you.” He gestured toward Terryn and the others. “What other signs do you need, my son?”

      Kerib bared his teeth and growled, drawing his father up short. “None shall pay my blood price except for me. Do not speak of it again if you wish the Return. Take me to this place where he in darkness fell.”

      The older Imatari inclined his head. He raised his hands and touched the invisible wards. Kerib raised his hands as well and connected his fingertips to his father’s. A brilliant flash of light ignited into a lace pattern, leaving behind a sunspot.

      “Come, you may pass, but quickly. Not much light remains,” his father said.

      Kerib motioned the others to pass through the area of the sunspot. Deborah crossed the spell wall first, then one by one, the others followed. When it was Terryn’s turn to cross, she felt a cold sensation wash over her skin as she stepped over the division. Goose pimples dotted her skin and she rubbed her upper arms.

      “Time to don your jacket, little one,” Hazzid commented as he caught up to her. “Desert dreams are always the coldest.” Before she could respond, he pushed past her and caught up with the others who were exchanging introductions.

      Kerib’s father bowed respectfully to De’nah Deborah when Kerib introduced her. She kissed her fingertips and extended them out to him. He replicated the motion.

      “Guardian, I would ask a favor of my son in exchange for your safe passage through our lands.”

      “Certainly,” De’nah Deborah assented. “It would be our fortune.”

      “Not a week ago, the alarm weave was activated not far from here. A party of warriors were sent to investigate. Yet, no one has seen them enter the dream since. An investigation of the area revealed a mysterious substance, but no sign of our warriors.”

      De’nah Deborah frowned. “Can you take us there?”

      “Yes, it is not too far out of our way. Follow me.”

      A fifteen-minute walk past cacti and sand dunes brought them to a small clearing. Deborah motioned for Rihanna and Hazzid to scout the perimeter. Rihanna, Terryn, and Kerib followed Deborah and the three Imatari creatures. Their path was so confusing that Terryn realized it might have taken them hours to find the clearing without the Imatari. As soon as Terryn stepped out into the open space, her goose pimples came back. She shivered. I wonder what it means.

      Kerib led the party with the sure steps of a hunter tracking its prey. He stopped at a long, shallow indentation in the sand. Black char darkened its edges and in the indention’s center glass reflected the light like a puddle. A rank burn smell hung in the air. A circle of disturbed sand surrounded a pile of ashes about ten yards away.

      Deborah moved beside him. “What do you see?”

      “I believe this is where something passed through a portal,” Kerib said. “This here is where something slid across the ground. Maybe bags of supplies? There,” he said, pointing to the circle, “is where they set up camp for the night, and here are the tracks leading away from it.”

      “Whose tracks?” De’nah Deborah demanded more than asked.

      “It is hard to say,” Kerib said. “However, I can tell corrupted weaves have been used here.”

      Deborah moved toward the circle and kneeled next to it. She began to feel the air. Suddenly, a small blue puff of smoke materialized and disappeared in the wind. A worried look flashed across her face but was quickly replaced by calm. “A dream bridge was woven here in the past.”

      Kerib nodded. “My people use the weave to gather supplies from other worlds. It looks like a group of them were camped here, but then something happened to them.”

      De’nah Deborah nodded.

      She’s withholding something, Terryn thought. I know it. She was just about to confront her when Hazzid and Rihanna emerged from the opposite side of the clearing.

      “We found decomposing cacti the southeast and then another blacken portal entry to the northwest, but nothing further past a hundred yards,” Hazzid said.

      “So, a dream bridge and signs of the Blight,” Deborah said, leveling her gaze at Terryn as if she sensed her distrust.

      “You think the Blight used their dream bridge weave and attacked camp?” Rihanna said.

      “That’s what it seems like,” Kerib said. His voice grim. “You can tell from the bent leaves and bushes here and then the tuft of fur spread around, but the trail is about a week old, so it’s hard to say.” He sniffed the air and veered off into the undergrowth.

      “This is grim news indeed if the Blight is already moving into the fifth dimension,” De’nah Deborah said. “I was hoping we’d have more time before it spread.”

      She and Kerib shared worried look and pointedly didn’t look at her. Terryn sighed.

      “It’s okay. You can say it,” she told them.

      “This would have happened shortly after when Terryn saw the Blight in the fourth dimension,” Kerib said.

      “What are we going to do?” Terryn asked, partially scared of the answer. She looked from one companion to the next.

      Deborah shook her head. “The dream begins, and we must find shelter so we may begin this night’s watch.”

      Terryn bit her lip to control her guilt.

      “At least we know where the Blight is now,” said Rihanna. But her words did little to comfort Terryn. As the group turned to return to camp with the Imatari, Terryn spared one last look toward the northwest sky.

      Above her, in this strange land, Primus set in the western sky, while Rutilus hung high in the sky. Here in the Neutral Lands, a new phenomenon dominated the sky. Dreams and shapes and waves of color swirled across the night sky as if they were the northern lights accented by strange stars.

      Hold on, Trigg. I’m coming. I will make this all right.
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      Deborah sat by the fire. Terryn sat next to her. Across the fire, cheerful conversation floated as the other cadets and Imatari warriors became friends. They’d spent the last hour eating roasted rabbit caught on the trek back to the Imatari village. Terryn didn’t have much time to confront Deborah about her suspicious actions in the clearing. Soon, she and everyone else would enter the sixth dimension to patrol the sleepers’ dreams. Still a new wo’ken, Terryn would stay behind on watch duty.

      She studied the guardian by the firelight. It’s funny to think I used to believe she wasn’t that older than me. Now she could see her age in the wrinkles around her eyes and in the slump of her shoulders. She could almost like her, if only she didn’t seem so dead set against her and Trigg.

      “Spit it out, girl.” Deborah chipped at a small piece of wood and didn’t look up.

      “You sensed something else in the clearing today. About the magic residue.”

      “Yes. It is none of your concern.”

      Terryn hesitated, almost deciding to let it go. It had been a long day, but something about the way Deborah refused to look at her gave her the courage to press on. Trust your instincts. That’s what Deborah said to do.

      Instead of yelling and thumping Deborah on the head—which was what she wanted to do—Terryn quietly responded, “I think it’s fair to say that anything to do with Trigg is my concern. Tell me, De’nah, so that I might better understand what I’m asking of everyone.” She mimicked the way she’d heard the United speak, hoping it would motivate the guardian to answer her question.

      Deborah scraped more at the stick.

      “You are quickly learning our ways. It’s only been a week, and here you are, speaking as if you’d lived here for a year. Soon you will guard with us and fully understand, but not . . .”

      “De’nah, I guard you tonight, do I not? Please don’t leave me in the dark.”

      Deborah sighed. “I can barely believe what I sensed out there in the clearing.” She spoke so softly, almost to herself. “If I could not read auras and had not already known the mark of his, I would not have believed my reading.” She turned and met Terryn’s eyes. “You must never speak of this without my permission. Swear it by the stars of your sky.”

      Terryn nodded. “I swear.”

      “Besides the dream bridge spell, there was another weave left behind. A learning spell. Your brother is amorphous.”

      “So?”

      “It means any spell cast at him, he will absorb and learn for himself better than any master who has studied for centuries. Only one other being in the universe possesses such a powerful specialty, and I will not speak his name.”

      “Amorphous? It doesn’t seem like such a big deal. So what? He can learn a spell that’s used on him. That’s not very helpful if someone explodes him with a fireball first.”

      “Right now, perhaps, until he masters his power, which, if he’s anything like you—and I’m sure he is—will be sooner rather than later. If he learns a spell, he can easily counter it, and the vastness of his knowledge will be unlike any other.”

      “You’re joking. My twin brother can’t even pass algebra. He could be that powerful?”

      Deborah nodded. “I’m afraid there is no joke to be made.”

      “How come you didn’t know this before? Seems like if it was important enough, you should have realized it before. You should have saved him.” Terryn teared up as emotion caught in her throat. Firelight flickered across Deborah’s face. Terryn waited, the knot in her stomach growing tighter.

      Finally, Deborah released a breath. “I never wanted you to come here. I scouted your world, your home, for weeks before I found you two in the sleep clinic.”

      Terryn gasped. “You tracked us for that long?”

      Deborah nodded. “I did not find you until that same night. Your auras seemed to protect the other. I’ve never seen anything like it. If I hadn’t known where to look, I would not have found you before the Divided and we would not be having this conversation. I suspect Commander Derrick is withholding information to safeguard both you and your brother.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I can see the way you flinch every time I say his name.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Terryn lied. She looked into the sky where the first moon of the night cast its glow.

      “Heed my words, girl. I have doubts about your mother, but your father is an honorable man. The most respected in all of Paragon. He would not have abandoned you and your brother unless there was no other option.”

      Terryn swallowed back the tears that burned behind her eyes. “Whatever he told you, it’s not true. I saw the moment they left us at the Children’s Home. My mother cried, but he stood like a stone. He does not care. He only does what he thinks is right. No matter who it hurts.”

      “Someday, I hope you will see that, that is what makes his love for you so strong.”

      “I doubt it.” Terryn looked up at the stars. “Trigg and I needed them. What could make them want to abandon us?”

      “There is a prophecy. It’s hidden in the vaults in Paragon, but the first verse is widely known by all the United. Most don’t understand its significance, but they learn it as children. It’s a nursery rhyme.”

      “So?”

      “It’s about a brother and a sister . . . twins.”

      Apprehension spread through Terryn. “What does it say?”

      In darkest days, beware the hour of the twins.

      Opposites they will be, yet neither shall they sleep,

      Except with the other’s aura to keep.

      Terryn frowned. “What does that mean?”

      “It means whatever Commander Derrik is doing, he must trying to protect you and everyone else.”

      Terryn flinched. “Doubt it,” she spat, her voice acerbic. “It means it’s time to find my brother. How soon until we reach Nightmare City?”

      De’nah Deborah scrapped her stick. Its tip took shape as a raken head. “We will camp here the next two nights. Commander Derrik needs to know about the Blight. We will need to contain it here before we can go on. I expect it will be another six days before we can proceed.”

      Frustration bloomed at the news. “I don’t think Trigg has that long. The vision of him dying on the sands. Seeing the sand here and how similar they seem to the sands from my vision. I can feel there not much time left before it happens.”

      “Daughter of Earth, what do you want me to say? Do you need me to give you permission to be yourself? Every day I make decisions and people live or die for those decisions. The weight of that does not grow lighter through the centuries. My orders to you are to support this mission. You are wo’ken and untrained. There is much you don’t know about this world. However, no one has traveled in the saecul flumine as much as you. No one has faced the Blight like you. Your experience would be helpful to contain what we found this day.”

      “But doing that, prevents me from helping Trigg.”

      “Then you will need to decide whose orders do you follow.”
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        * * *

      

      Terryn couldn’t sleep. De’nah Deborah’s words tumbled in her head. Whose orders did she follow? What should she do? To whom did she owe her loyalty? She watched the stars move across the sky, thinking about if she could travel to the Between and find Trigg’s aura in those stars.

      Most of the party had settled into their tents encircling the campfire. It had long ago burned down to a smoking pile of embers. Hazzid was on first watch and sat near a cactus, just below the ridge of one of the sand dunes.

      Finally, frustrated with her inability to sleep, Terryn crept from her blanket and joined him.

      “Well met, Terryn, Daughter of Earth,” Hazzid greeted her.

      “Hi, I hope you don’t mind.” She remained standing, looking out across the desert. “I can’t sleep.”

      Hazzid examined the pack slung over Terryn’s shoulder. It contained enough water and food for a few days, and her bedroll. “The dream evades you this night.”

      “Something like that, I suppose,” she responded. “What do you do when you can’t sleep?”

      The imp gave her a knowing look. “I do whatever it is that is keeping me awake.”

      “Right.” Terryn took a deep breath and grabbed the strap around her shoulder, strengthening her resolve. “Tell De’nah Deborah that I’m sorry.”

      “She will understand.”

      “I hope so, because I don’t really.” And with that, Terryn set off into the desert alone.
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        * * *

      

      Terryn traveled through the night, south toward the Forsaken Forest. Just as daybreak lit the pink clouds in the sky, she reached the River Röa. She bundled her pack on her head and swam across. The current was not difficult, and she emerged on its opposite bank after a ten-minute swim. The terrain changed on this side of the river. Trees as tall as redwoods stretched overhead. Ferns spread around their thick trunks, and firefly creatures blinked within their shadows. She entered the Forsaken Forest. The footfalls of larger creatures skittered into the undergrowth as Terryn traveled down a narrow path. She was glad for the daylight as she didn’t want to meet such creature in the dark. Eventually, what little sun penetrated the thick canopy disappeared, and she could go no farther without sleep.

      She found a sheltered hollow formed by the giant roots of a tree. Moss covered the ground between the exposed roots. She pulled out her bedroll and went to sleep, using her pack as a pillow.
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        * * *

      

      Terryn woke to the sound of a twig snapping. Before she could move, a sword blade chilled the flesh under her chin. Terryn froze.

      A booted figure wearing a brown trench coat had invaded her hollow.

      “And what do we have here?” a male voice crooned above her.

      Terryn carefully stood, hands apart, and eased backward until she hit the trunk.

      “What do you want?” she asked, opening herself up to her magic. Her voice sounded steady, but her heart thudded in her ears.

      “We just want to talk.” As if to prove his words, he sheathed his sword. He was human with cropped hair. Behind him stood an elf with wild black hair and purple skin. Her purple almond eyes narrowed as she pointed a revolver in her direction. Several other soldiers flanked her sides. Terryn recognized their red livery. It was the same style as what the imps wore—the ones who’d come through the firefly portal at the Children’s Home to get Trigg.

      She’d found the Divided.

      “What is a United cadet doing in the Forsaken Forest alone?” the human asked. “Are you lost, little bird?”

      “Never. I’m looking for my brother, Trigg,” Terryn answered. “Maybe you know him? He’s in danger.”

      The elf barked a laugh. Her soldiers relaxed at the sound, but it alarmed Terryn. The elf lowered her weapon and put a hand on the human’s shoulder.

      “Rizzo,” she said, stepping in front of the human. “The little bird is the sister.”

      Rizzo gave a disbelieving laugh. “The sister. So, she is alive.”

      Terryn looked between them, her unease mounting. Maybe she should have stayed with De’nah Deborah and the others.

      The elf crouched until she was level with Terryn. A sardonic smile spread across her purple face, making her look like a monster from a fairytale.

      “We can take you to him, but you won’t like where we’re going.” She let loose an evil laugh.

      “Who do you think you are?” Terryn demanded.

      “I’m Len’Leyah, Sireien elf of the Third Sector Vrinn and captain in the Gorriak Battalion, of which your brother is a member.”

      Terryn released her magic, but instead of the bubble shield encircling her in a protective cocoon, it flickered and disappeared. A small gnome stepped forward carrying a glowing golden ball. Terryn could feel her magic trapped within its depths.

      “Oh no you don’t,” the gnome said, pushing his glasses up his nose. “No weaving for you until the boss lady says it’s okay.”

      “Thank you, Ni’kel,” Len’Leyah said. “Keep her magic under lock and key until we reach Nightmare City.” She gave Terryn another pleased smile, as if she were a cat who’d caught an unexpected treat. “I’m sure Trigg’s not the only one who’d like to see her.”

      She snapped and beckoned two faun soldiers forward. They wore red overcoats, similar in cut to the human’s. They pulled the pack from Terryn’s grasp and bound her hands behind her back.

      “This is completely unnecessary.”

      “Oh, no?” Len’Leyah raised an eyebrow. “The queen seems to think it’s necessary. And when Queen Lilith of the Undying Night demands something, the dark elves obey. You would do well to do the same, Terryn Al’ric, lost Daughter of Earth. We know whose side you’ve chosen.”

      Terryn bristled at hearing her first named used with Commander Derrik’s family name. How did this elf know about her relation to Derrik?

      “I’m not on anyone’s side except my own.” She glared at Len’Leyah who arched an eyebrow.

      “Interesting. Then let’s get this little family reunion on the road.”
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      “Over the streets and through the alleys, to the drakkon pits we go,” Trigg sang.

      “What is that song?” Cole asked as they navigated the streets to the far side of the city.

      “It’s a song from when I was a kid.” Trigg shrugged. “With new and improved lyrics.”

      “I like it,” Cole sang. “Into the pits where the drakkons sleep, we go to steal their scales so daring.”

      “If only it were that easy.” Trigg sidestepped a smelly mound of debris. The farther they walked, the narrower and darker the road. Buildings seemed to pour from black lava, lining the cobblestone streets. Oval windows were cut into their sides and latched tightly with wooden boards. High in the cloudless sky, a sun shined down on the black rock, which should have gleamed brilliantly, but instead, the rock seemed to absorb its light and emit dark rays of heat.

      Sweat dripped down Trigg’s face. The heat didn’t seem to bother Cole. His hair glowed, if anything, and his tattoos blazed in the sunlight.

      As they approached the edge of the city, the buildings thinned and transitioned to fenced pastures of dry, brown grass and thorn bushes. Inside the enclosures, black-hoofed creatures that looked like a cross between llamas and goats grazed on the thistle bushes. Long horns curled in unnatural formations atop their heads. The creatures themselves were either purple, blue, red, or green.

      “What are those?”

      “Pecus.”

      “They look cool.”

      “They’re troublemakers, but they’re delicious.” Cole grinned.

      The pair kept moving. An occasional pecus would glance up from its grazing and watch them. Otherwise, Trigg saw no other living being.

      Ahead a large cliff face loomed above the city wall. They followed the path past a large red barn for the pecus and through the city gate. Cole nodded to the fauns who stood guard.

      Outside the city, a conglomeration of tents and firepits spread around them. Here the surroundings were more crowded with the camp dwellers going about their mid-afternoon routines. Trigg spotted several goblins caring for a spider wearing a saddle. A lizard checked a cast-iron pot that hung over a crackling lunch fire. The sights reminded Trigg of how his camp had been organized in the Second City. A pang of desperation flashed through him. Out here, the vast sky provided a haven, a perception of freedom, while in the castle, he was trapped, surrounded by stone walls and low expectations.

      A quick ten-minute walk brought them to the outskirts of the camp and to the base of the cliff. To the right, a thick layer of silvery fog billowed along the ground, despite the sun. Trigg recognized it as a sleeper field. He shivered, glad they weren’t going there. Instead, Cole veered left to a descending stairway cut into the base of the cliff. As they walked down it, the air cooled and smelled of damp moss. Lichen and mushrooms covered the walls of the stairwell, which spiraled downward.

      At the bottom, they entered a tunnel lit by glowing mushrooms. Trigg asked and Cole confirmed they were in the cliff itself. After a few minutes, the tunnel widened into a gigantic cavern. Smaller caves lined its walls, the entrances of which were fenced. Each one housed a drakkon, all in a variety of colors. They roared and hit the bars blocking them from the cavern when Trigg and Cole entered. All except one. Trigg felt a presence slither down his spine. He searched for the source of the feeling and found a pair of red eyes glowing at him from the middle stall.

      They belonged to the black drakkon from the sleeper field. The same one Trigg had fought before. It opened its giant maw and hissed. A toxic stream of smoke spilled from the cage. Trigg felt its magic. He reached out and absorbed the fume cloud.

      The drakkon pawed at his cage and then turned and raked its tail along the bars, making a clattering sound. As it did, a scale dropped from its sinewy muscled tail. It glinted as it fell.

      “There!” Trigg nudged Cole, then bolted along the ledge toward the black scale. In his excitement, he narrowly missed getting hit by a blast of flame expelled through the bars of the first cage. He glimpsed a bulky crimson drakkon with golden eyes as it closed its mouth. He skidded to a stop before he reached the next cave entrance and cautiously peeked around the edge.

      Lights hung every few paces along the walls. An empty bed of straw filled the back of the cave. A scraping noise above his head drew his attention. An emerald drakkon was perched on the ceiling, hanging upside down like a large bat. Its head was long like a snake and had what looked like deer antlers sprouting from its crown. It flapped its wings and screeched at him. Without waiting, Trigg sprinted past the opening. He heard a splat behind him. Looking over his shoulder, he saw green ooze steaming on the ground. It ate away at the stone path, almost fully blocking the way back. The dream mites that had made up the cobblestones quickly peeled back from the green goop before it engulfed them.

      “Incoming!” Cole shouted.

      Trigg ducked and rolled, barely missing the black drakkon’s tail as it struck the bars of its cage. Another scale dropped as it withdrew back into his cage.

      Quickly, scooping up the two scales, Trigg dashed forward to the space between the black drakkon’s cave and the fourth cave.

      Cole gave a whoop of celebration.

      Trigg breathed heavy, trying to catch his breath. He had the two scales now, but how was he supposed to get back? The ledge was blocked by the green drakkon’s slime. And the way forward ended in a dead end after the last three caves. The ledge overlooked a one-hundred-meter drop, easy, into a deep pool of water. He was essentially trapped.

      He sneaked a look into the next cave. Empty. No straw bed in the back or drakkon hanging from any of the walls or ceiling. In the next cavern, he found a horse. It was midnight black with wings folded along its back. Its eyes gleamed like stars. When he approached the padlock, it roared with a mouth of needle-thin teeth. It stomped its hooves and reared, pawing at the air.

      “Any luck?” Cole called to him.

      “No,” Trigg yelled back. He sat on an overturned bucket. He went to pull out the two drakkon scales from his pocket, but instead, his fingers brushed a smooth stone. The nightstone. He’d forgotten he had that.

      Pulling it out, he peered into its depths. The tiny lightning storm swirled in its center. It hummed and warmed his hand. He sent a trickle of the drakkon’s magic he’d absorbed into it. The storm clouds swirled faster.

      Around his feet, the dream mites rippled out of the ground as if an invisible wave passed through them. The stone vibrated. He frowned in thought.

      He sent a second trickle into the stone. This time he watched the dream mites. Again, they rippled. This time he sensed for the first time a subtle energy emanating from the stone. He frowned and examined it closer. It seemed to influence the tiny creatures. He breathed deep and focused. No, he realized, the energy came from the mites themselves. It bore the same consistency in his mind as a spell. He inhaled again and absorbed it into himself. An understanding blossomed in his mind. He felt an recognition of the mites as bright pinpricks in his mind. That awareness brought communication. It was like a language he didn’t speak, but felt.

      He could understand the dream mites.

      “Hey, buda, need a fireball?” Cole shouted up to him.

      “Maybe,” Trigg said. “I’ve got an idea of how to fix the path, but I need you to watch my back.”

      “On it!” Cole flicked his hands and they ignited in flames. “Ready.”

      Trigg wove strands of energy and send them into the dream mites. They swirled around his feet. Then, he retraced his steps to the black drakkon’s cage. As he moved, the dream mites peeled off the path and piled on top of each other, forming a mound like a pile of clay being pushed by a snow plow.

      The black drakkon thrashed its tail against its bars. Using the stone to guide him, Trigg sent a small weave into the drakkon’s mind and sang a commanding note. The drakkon retreated to the back of its cave and wrapped its tail around itself like a wolf obeying its alpha.

      Trigg continued peeling up the dream mites. The green drakkon howled in fury as he approached. When it opened its mouth to spray more slime, Trigg wove a similar spell, commanding it to settle down. However, a gleaming bubble appeared around it as it absorbed Trigg’s spell. It screeched in victory and sprayed slime through the bars. Trigg dropped to the ground and braced himself, but the drakkon missed in its excitement and the spray overshot his head, into the pool below. Upon contact, it vaporized the pool and filled the entire cave with steam.

      Trigg released the smoke he’d absorbed from the black drakkon. He sent it straight into the green drakkon’s face. This time, the weave pierced its shield. The drakkon flung itself backward, screaming in pain as the acidic smoke burned its eyes.

      The steam blocked his view beyond a few feet. Yet, Trigg continued pulling the strands of magic that peeled the dream mites from the ground. The pile grew with each step. Soon he approached the fissure. He heard and smelled it before he saw it. It bubbled and oozed, the stench of rotten eggs burning his eyes.

      Trigg covered his mouth and coughed. Then, as a test, he tossed the bucket he’d sat on into the middle of it. It quickly melted and disappeared in the green goop. Well, it was worth a try.

      As he watched the bucket melt, a darker green floater gleamed in the middle of the slime. After gingerly fishing the bucket handle out, he used it to flip the object on its edge, revealing its paper-thin width. It was another drakkon scale. A green one.

      He used the handle to pull the scale to the edge of the puddle. However, the goop continued to eat at the handle. Trigg dropped it before it reached his hand.

      “Trigg! What are you doing?” Cole demanded from the entryway. “We’ve got company. Get out of there!”

      A pair of soldiers had entered the chamber through a door along the far side of the wall, opposite from Trigg. They yelled in alarm and started toward Trigg. The red, green, and black drakkons answered their cries with howls of their own.

      Trigg redirected one of the threads to himself. The dream mites near it whirled upward, following it, and then formed a glove around his hand. They suctioned onto his skin, and it felt like dozens of tiny nail pricks.

      His hand now protected by the mites, he reached into the slime and pulled out the scale. The dream mites that touched the slime disintegrated. They gave a subtle squeal, but the sound reverberated like a hundred angry bees in his head. Trigg released the spell, allowing the remaining dream mites to melt away from his hand. They drifted back down to join their brethren, and the mites slammed to a halt a foot before the green ooze.

      Trigg had thought to build a bridge over the goop, which would have kept the mites from getting hurt, but now that seemed out of the question. He sang a note of reassurance to the mass. He could feel the creatures’ fear lessen and their trust in him returning, but he could tell they still didn’t want to get any closer to the bubbling slime.

      He couldn’t blame them, but he was running out of time. The two soldiers climbed toward the red drakkon’s cage. Fire streamed through the mist and hit the bar in front of them. They shuffled backward just in time, as the red drakkon sent a horizontal wall of flame through the bars. It fanned out above the pool.

      Trigg recalculated. Even if he convinced the mites to create a bridge over the slime, then he’d still have the drakkon and the soldiers to contend with. Why not take a more direct approach? Noting the red drakkon’s range, he guided the remaining weaves toward the ledge.

      Once there, he directed a thick beam of magic to connect to the chasm wall. The mites obediently wrapped around it. He then added a platform on top of the beam. Again, the dream mites covered it, forming a stone platform.

      “Hey you! Stop that!” one of the guards yelled, both stopped by the green goop, which had eaten a small gap in the path. Trigg recognized the guard’s voice. They were the same two elven guards who’d collected the drakkon from the sleeper field. If they recognized him, he’d be in more trouble. Quickly, Trigg shoved off from the ledge. He extended his weaves across the gap, over the pool of water. He focused on Cole.

      “C’mon, buda! You got this,” the sylph shouted, gesturing for Trigg to hurry. As quickly as he could, he sent more cords of energy from the platform to the sides of the wall.

      Cole sent a fireball to the entrance, and it ignited into a wall of flame. The fire slowed the two soldiers enough that Trigg reached the opposite side. He jumped into Cole’s outstretched arms. Once his feet touched solid ground again, he released the spell on the dream mites. They scattered.

      Trigg and Cole ran back up the staircase as fast as they could go. The shouts from below followed them.

      As they left the chamber, Trigg couldn’t help yelling back at them, “See you later, verbero.”
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        * * *

      

      Back in the camp surrounding the city walls, the two friends slowed to walk.

      “That was so amazing, buda!” Cole exclaimed. “I’ve never seen the dream mites used like that. How did you come up with that?”

      Trigg showed him the nightstone and explained how it worked.

      Cole shook his head in disbelief. “You know, you just might have a fighting chance in the tournament.”

      “You think so?” Trigg asked, daring to hope.

      “Yeah, I’d take that bet.” Cole punched Trigg’s shoulder, eliciting a grin in response.

      “Cool. Now, let’s go turn these scales in. I need a new set of threads if we’re gonna win.”
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      Terryn struggled to keep pace with Len’Leyah, whose long, purple legs easily navigated the uneven forest trail while Terryn’s worn sneakers slipped and slid along the broken roots and rocks. Only the hemp rope binding her wrists in front of her kept her upright. Len’Leyah pulled Terryn along with the other end. The morning sun rose through the trees in the Nightmare Forest, which meant they’d been on the move all night. Terryn was exhausted. They’d only stopped for a couple hours while Rutilus, the smallest moon, shone, and the forest’s scariest residents stirred.

      When she’d first been captured, Terryn had tried to explain that they didn’t need to use the rope. She had no interest in running away. In fact, if they were leading her to Trigg, then that was exactly where she wanted to go. However, the dark elf had just chuckled and refused.

      The tall redwoods that made up the forest began to thin, and scraggly deciduous trees took their place. The pine needles coating the forest floor became fewer as brown grass replaced the forest ferns and ivy. It wouldn’t be long, Terryn hoped, until they reached the grasslands that marked the start of the Nightmare Fields. Once they crossed that and made it to the city, she’d talk to the queen about helping her find her brother.

      Around one bend and to the next, terrain changed from shadowy forest to sunny prairie. The sun stabbed Terryn’s eyes. She raised a hand to shield her face. In the distance, a midnight blue shadow the size of a behemoth rose along the horizon. Spikes thrust up from the blue shades and twisted into spires and turrets of several large buildings.

      Len’Leyah stopped beside her. The rest of the party had paused along the forest edge as well. Some stretched their legs while others dug in their packs for a snack or canteen. The elf drank from her own waterskin and then gestured toward the buildings.

      “That’s Nightmare City.”

      She handed the skin to Terryn, who squirted the lukewarm water into her mouth. It tasted of leather, but it was wet and quenched her thirst.

      She gave it back, even though she wished she could keep it for the journey across the sands. It looked hot. Traveling through the forest, in the dark, had at least been cool. Judging by the sweat beading on Terryn’s forehead and wetting her sky cloth blouse, the day was only going to get hotter, and it would take at least until noon to reach the city.

      “You’re not the first United soldier to see its walls,” the elf continued. “But maybe if you’re lucky, you’ll be the first one to leave.”

      Rizzo climbed next to them. “And the first one whose name the queen knows.” He flashed a dazzling smile with a wink. “So either way, you’ve already won.”

      “You guys really know how to start a girl’s day with positive affirmation,” Terryn deadpanned. She blew out a breath, gave the city one last look, and followed them before the hemp rope in Len’Leyah’s hands gave her no choice.

      As Terryn expected, the party hiked through the morning. By lunchtime, Terryn could make out the edges of the black stones that made up the two largest buildings. One looked exactly like an evil queen’s castle, gleaming darkly in the light. The other one was as wide as it was tall, shaped like a deep bowl. It reminded Terryn of the St. Louis football stadium. Sister Rachel had driven by it on the way to one of Trigg’s specialist visits at the Children’s Hospital. That was before the team had left for Vegas. Or maybe they had come here, Terryn thought. The stadium and its surrounding dilapidated buildings looked like just the kind of place a team that lacked moral character would come. That worried her now that she knew Trigg was in the city. In the intervening months, had he become the type of person who could live happily in such an evil-looking place? She hoped not. More likely, he must be miserable living in such a place, she decided.

      Regardless of the residents’ character, she hoped wherever they were taking her would include a bath and soft bed. She thought she could sleep on a pile of straw as long as it was dry and bug-free. Before long, Len’Leyah slowed her pace and stopped at a large rock outcrop. The hard-packed earth showed they weren’t the first group to stop under its shade.

      A small gnome with spectacles and a bald head that gleamed in the sunlight distributed small packages of wax paper. When he handed one to Terryn, he gave her a small smile. Terryn got the impression he was sharing a secret with her. She unwrapped the paper and was surprised to find a second portion of trail tack tucked in its folds. He placed his finger on the side of his long nose. She grinned her thanks but said nothing. Instead she slipped the portion into her sleeve to snack on during the final leg of the trek.

      Terryn leaned against the rock and picked at her other portion of baked corn meal. Rizzo sat within speaking distance. It was the first chance she’d gotten to question her captors.

      “So you know my brother? Trigg?”

      The human grunted, a bite half in his mouth. His dark brows furrowed in confusion.

      “Len’Leyah said I was the sister last night when you found me. I assume that means you know him.”

      Rizzo grunted and finished chewing. Crumbs dropped from his mouth. Terryn squashed her annoyance and pressed on.

      “When was the last time you saw him? Was he doing okay?”

      Rizzo barked a laugh. “Trigg is never doing okay. Can’t get his spells figured out. Just blows everyone up.”

      “Who blows what up? Not in this squad.” Len’Leyah squatted next to Rizzo and looked between him and Terryn. Her purple hair, secured in a ponytail, fell over her shoulder. Terryn could have sworn she saw Rizzo grimace as it bumped against his shoulder.

      “I was telling her about Trigg.”

      Len’Leyah rolled her eyes and rose. “Stupid Earth boy. Almost got us all killed in the dream. If he doesn’t get his magic figured out, he won’t last long in the tournament.”

      “My money says one round.”

      “Not if he fights Ephialtes first. Won’t last five minutes against that drakkon. He couldn’t even handle one in the wild, let alone a fully combat-trained one.”

      Rizzo spread his hands. “One round and then he gets eaten by the red drakkon in round two.”

      To the squad, the elf shouted, “Ten minutes to clean up and then back on the road.” She continued the conversation with the human, who tossed his wrapper into the sand and stood. “That’s overly generous, Rizzo. You must like him.”

      The human shrugged. “Don’t like squad mates dying. No matter how big their egos are.” He looked pointedly at Terryn and motioned her to follow.

      Terryn stood as fast as she could with her hands tied and moved closer to him. “Guess that answers my question, then,” she quipped. “Sounds like he’s doing just fine.”

      Another hour or so and they reached the city gates. The air smelled of sweat and dirt with exotic spices and metals mixed in. The path was trampled and dusty as if it hadn’t rained in weeks. Terryn coughed from the dust that billowed around their feet.  They joined a long line waiting to get into the city. Most of the crowd included soldiers from other squads, including several wearing full battle gear, the armor glinting in the midday sun. Terryn remarked on the crowd.

      “It’s normally not so bad,” Len’Leyah said. “But everyone has come for the festival and the tournament. Verberos need to stay where they belong, but no one wants to miss the tournament this year with Ephialtes fighting.”

      “What’s so special about him? Just a drakkon?” Terryn asked. If she hadn’t been worried for Trigg, she could understand wanting to see a drakkon fight. It sounded really cool.

      “Not just that, although it’s part of it,” the elf said. “He’s also the queen’s son.”

      “So?”

      Rizzo grinned. “The tournament is to the death.”

      Terryn rocked back on her heels. Surely, she hadn’t heard that right. “What?” She realized she’d stopped walking when a dur’dalis walked into her back. For a moment, she thought he was Helo, but his nose wasn’t big enough. And Helo would be much, much older now. Terryn shook off her nerves and told herself to focus.

      “The tournament is to the death,” Rizzo repeated. He grinned at her and walked into the city.

      Terryn took a deep breath and followed before the rope dragged her in. She resisted the urge to barge past the rogue. That explains my vision then. Trigg is going to die during the tournament. Maybe I can convince the queen to let him go. Anxiety knotted her stomach. It wasn’t a good plan, but she wasn’t sure what else she could do to save him. But, first, she had to find him. That wouldn’t be easy in such a large city, but it sounded like if she continued to go along with this squad, they might lead her to him.

      If the queen’s own son was in the tournament, Terryn realized her chances of getting Trigg out of the tournament weren’t high. Maybe she should have stayed with De’nah Deborah and the United. As they navigated deeper into the city, Terryn tried to convince herself that this way was better. She didn’t have to fight anyone, and she hadn’t gotten lost in the neutral zone. All that was definitely much better, assuming she didn’t end up in a prison cell for being a United spy.

      Twenty minutes later, Len’Leyah turned up a large boardwalk made from small stones. Ahead she saw a large palace with three turrets from which black flags with a purple spider sigil flew. An iron gate opened into the palace’s large green courtyard. Soldiers displaying a purple spider emblem on black livery lined the boardwalk. They held spears and wore thick boots, despite the desert heat. But what startled Terryn were the brilliant white tusks that jutted from their silver helmets. Len’Leyah ignored the soldiers and waited for Terryn to catch up. As Terryn went to step onto the boardwalk, the cobblestones scurried away from her feet like spiders. Terryn jumped with surprise.

      “What the . . .” Terryn bent down. The stones formed a perfect circle around her sneakers, which now rested on dirt.

      “Don’t be afraid,” Len’Leyah said. She reached over and untied the rope binding Terryn’s wrists. “Those are dream mites. They form a protective shield around the palace. As long as they surround you like that, you won’t be able to leave the palace grounds or use magic.”

      The elf sang a counter note, and the shield that had blocked Terryn’s magic on their trek dissolved. Terryn massaged her wrists. She breathed a relieved sigh as the energy flowed back into her awareness. She lifted her hand toward the imaginary line marking the edge of the circle. Her finger ran into a force and vibrated. A hum of magic spread around her like a bubble shield. If she leaned into the light just right, she could see the glimmer of the shield maintained by the mites.

      “You’re keyed to the shield now so you’ll be able to see it.”

      Len’Leyah motioned for Terryn to follow her. When they reached the open gate, the elf saluted a warthog soldier whose black ruffled livery made Terryn assume he was the senior officer. The soldier saluted back, and they continued unimpeded into the palace. Once through, Rizzo and the others broke off and followed down a different path.

      “They’re heading to the barracks,” Len’Leyah explained as she led Terryn through the main door and into the palace foyer. Red runners covered the floors, and oil paintings hung on the walls. Terryn followed the elf through a maze of passageways and dizzying turns. At one point, Terryn saw a flight of stone steps that went straight into a wall. Windows opened on the ceiling, and through them, palace staff went about their duties like normal except they stood sideways or upside down. The view gave Terryn a headache. Even if she’d wanted to escape, she wouldn’t have been able to find her way through the labyrinth of the palace hallways.

      Len’Leyah eventually stopped in front of a pair of wooden doors. Engravings of tall trees with spiderwebs sprawled across the dark wood. Inside, a short green goblin sat on a stool at a table. Imps and a thick humanoid figure with a buffalo head surrounded the table. On the opposite end, a rust-colored gargoyle leaned. His two fists reminded Terryn of sledgehammers, but it was his golden cat eyes that brought the flash of recognition. It was Barnabus, and he was arguing with the goblin.

      “General, entering the tournament is a needless waste of resources,” he said, slowly accentuating each word. “The Second City sleeper fields are understaffed and will not hold off a United affront. My squads should return and fortify our forces.” His long canines extended past tight lips, making him even scarier than Terryn remembered. She shrank behind the elf.

      The goblin waved his hand dismissively. A toothed necklace that draped down his front clinked. “The risk is minimal during the festival, Commander. Your dissent is noted but dismissed.” The goblin narrowed his eyes. “I expect your cooperation going forward.”

      Barnabus inclined his head. “Yessir.” He removed his fists and sat in an empty chair.

      Len’Leyah stepped forward and addressed the goblin. “General Murdoch, my squad and I have captured the sister. She claims she’s neutral, but we discovered her not far from a United squad we were tracking.”

      A toothy smile spread across the goblin’s face.

      “Terryn!” He spread his arms wide. “This is a pleasant surprise. Survived the bond breaking and turned into a United spy? You know what we do with spies around here. Enter them into the tournament.”

      Terryn made a noise of protest, but under the goblin’s crocodile stare, the denial faded in her throat. She’d always considered herself on Trigg’s side, but after seeing the city, she began to wonder if maybe he should be on her side. Instead she replied, “I’m on my own side and no one else’s.”

      “An admirable sentiment, if a bit misguided,” Murdoch replied. “Either way, it’s dangerous for you to be here. What do you think you are doing?”

      Terryn snorted. “I’m looking for my brother. Where is he? I had a vision of him. He’s going to die in the tournament.”

      “It is highly likely.” Murdoch laughed as did the other creatures around the table. All except Barnabus, Terryn noticed. “But for the moment, Trigg is fine,” the goblin continued. “He’s training, but he can’t be distracted right now. He needs to win a tournament for me. Your presence would remove the motivation he needs to do his job, and I do need a Queen’s Champion. So until then, no visitors.”

      Len’Leyah grabbed Terryn and began pulling her back out of the room.

      “That’s unfair!” Terryn shouted. She pulled from the elf’s grasp. “Trigg’s going to die in your stupid tournament, and you don’t even care! I want to speak with the queen!” Terryn stomped her foot. She missed the ground and hit the shield. It rippled and eddied around her but held firm.

      “Don’t worry, wanderer.” Murdoch flashed a menacing smile. “You will get your audience with the queen, and it’ll be in her own time. Until then, you better behave or perhaps I’ll decide you are, in fact, a United spy.”

      Terryn let herself get pulled from the room by Len’Leyah, as if Murdoch’s threat had quelled her aspirations. However, what she hoped no one else had noticed was that, for a brief moment, the dream mite shield had wavered.

      Be careful what you wish for, goblin, Terryn thought as the elf led her to a nearby room and locked her inside. It was time to do something no one expected.
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      The day after the fight in the drakkon pits, Trigg reported to the large atrium Murdoch had been using as his command room. He carried a new staff and wore his new armor. It gleamed silver from the sky steel Hel’dric had used to forge it. Then, he’d melted down the green and one of the black scales and folded it into the steel for a protective coating from acid and poison. The scales also added colored swirls throughout his armor.

      The side quest to retrieve the scales had been worthwhile not only to him but to Hel’dric, who quickly sold the remaining scale for so much profit that he refunded Trigg his six silver shekels. Trigg had used the money to purchase the staff, made from black ash that only grew around the sinking sand in the Nightmare Forest.

      The entire ensemble made Trigg feel like a champion. He entered the double oak doors into the atrium with an air of confidence that only a job well done could bring.

      Murdoch, Cole, and Tatiana, along with several other imps and lizards Trigg recognized, congregated around a table. A holographic display of the coliseum rose from its center. The arena of sand where the battles took place was clearly visible, down to the individual benches that lined the stands. Several of the imps and Murdoch carried bowls of noodles from which they ate with chopsticks.

      Trigg sniffed the air appreciatively. Along a side wall stood a buffet filled with dinner. The narrow table practically groaned under the weight of the food. White porcelain bowls were filled with a variety of stir-fried vegetables, barbecued meat, and egg rolls. The fare reminded him of the stir-fry that Storm made on his nights to cook, but fancier.

      Cole joined him at the buffet and handed him a bowl of white rice. He proceeded to fill it with a dark meat covered in a tangy sauce.

      “You’ve got to try this first,” he said as he ladled a pile of cooked green onions onto the meat.

      “Sure. What is it?” Trigg grabbed a fork, not wanting to risk getting his new armor dirty.

      “It’s pecus!” Cole gave him an expectant look.

      “Come again?”

      “The rainbow creatures we saw in the fields this afternoon.”

      “Oh, the ones that looked like goats.”

      “Yes those ones, and they are delicious.”

      Trigg took a tentative bite. As the sweet and tangy flavor of the sauce exploded across his tongue, he slurped down another piece.

      “Yum!”

      Cole grinned. “Told you.”

      “If you stulti are done drooling . . .” a cool feminine voice said from across the room. Tatiana. “Your attention is needed. The general is ready to go over the plan.”

      Trigg and Cole grabbed extra portions of meat and rice and headed to the table. They sat on either side of Murdoch.

      A small brownie wearing a white apron and slacks unobtrusively took Murdoch’s empty bowl.

      “Now that everyone is here and we’re ready to begin . . .” The green goblin climbed onto his chair. He keyed in a code on a device around his wrist, similar to the one Trigg had seen Barnabus wearing in the sleeper field so long ago. The walls of the coliseum lowered, and a square grid appeared along the arena’s sand. He turned a knob on the side of its face, and the perspective of the map changed. Two figures appeared. One looked similar to Trigg but a lot smaller, and it wore the old version of his armor.

      “This year’s tournament will have three fights,” Murdoch began. “Your first fight, according to the Drawing Ceremony, will be a dryad, the candidate from the Nightmare Forest.”

      A figure of a tree appeared across from Trigg’s on the display. It had human features and tree branches sprouting from its head. Dark thorns peppered its arms. Its hands had long spikes in place of fingernails. Trigg recognized her from the Drawing Ceremony.

      Murdoch zoomed in on the creature. “Dryads are skilled in wood craft spells and controlling creatures.”

      “So she’s going to attack me with lightning bugs?” Trigg asked, remembering the odd firefly creatures that had followed them in the forest.

      An imp wearing a pair of metal goggles sniggered. Murdoch cut him off with a look. “You would not be so lucky,” he said to Trigg. “This particular candidate can shoot stakes from her hands. Plan for them to be laced with poison.”

      Cole shuddered. “Glad this is your show and not mine, buda.”

      “Thanks for the support, sylph,” Trigg retorted. “At least my new armor has poison resistance.”

      “Sure, that helps if you take a shot to the chest. Just be sure not to get hit in your arms, your legs, or your face,” Tatiana added. She leaned her elbows on the table to get a closer look at the dryad. “On the bright side, it doesn’t look like it wears much when it comes to armor.”

      “Its skin is like the thickest tree bark,” Murdoch explained. “Your sword will mostly be for show, Trigg. Plan on using your weaves. You’ll want to keep her on the offensive. Your best bet is to get her to shoot the stakes at you and then absorb them. Distract her with some swordplay and then shoot them back at her when she’s least expecting it.”

      Trigg nodded. What Murdoch said made sense, but he’d have to perform the spell quicker than ever before. “What’s the plan if I can’t absorb the stakes?”

      He looked from one being to the next, but no one seemed to have much to offer. Murdoch and Tatiana exchanged looks and shrugged. The imps snickered.

      Finally, Cole offered, “Get really good at dodging. If you do get hit, make sure it’s to the chest and it gets lodged in your armor. Then pull it out and stab her in the eye.” He gave an awkward laugh. “Give her a taste of her own poison.”

      Trigg blinked in surprise and then chuckled. The others joined in. The absurdity of the image was hilarious and desperate and exactly what Trigg decided he would do if it came to that.

      “Colmehyuff, that is ridiculous,” Tatiana said between snickers. “But it’s brilliant. I kinda want to see Trigg try it just for fun.”

      “Don’t say that!” Trigg glared. “Tatiana, if you jinx me, by the gates, I will die trying to throw the stake at you instead.”

      “Sorry, Trigg.” The faun held her breath and looked down at the floor. Her face turned red. Then she gasped and held her hand to her mouth. A burst of laughter shook her shoulders. “Sorry!” she mumbled between her fingers. Cole started sniggering. Trigg looked from one to the other and then burst out laughing too.

      “Get control of yourself, all of you!” Murdoch snapped. He directed a glare at the faun specifically. “This is no laughing matter. We need to win.” Then he turned his gaze to Trigg. “Whatever the cost.”

      The gravity of Murdoch’s implication sobered the room. Trigg took a settling breath. “Right. So assuming I win the first round, what about the next fight?”

      “We won’t know who your opponent is until you win your first fight.” Murdoch turned the knob on the table’s side, and a crowd of thirty-plus holographic figures appeared. Trigg recognized a few from the Drawing Ceremony. There was the mousy boy from his morning magic classes and the dur’dalis with the rust-colored hide. He carried a big ax. Trigg also picked out a purple-skinned sylph with wings, a humanoid with antlers, and a muscular creature with folded bat wings wearing a large helmet. Trigg frowned. He leaned down to get a closer look. Like before at the ceremony, the figure reminded him of Barnabus. But there had to be other gargoyles in this world.

      “Is that . . . ?” He trailed off as the gargoyle figure and most of the others disappeared at a click from Murdoch. He shook himself. That couldn’t have been Barnabus. Murdoch left him in charge of the Second City and its sleeper fields while they were here. That had to be another gargoyle.

      “How come we won’t know who the other opponents are?” Cole asked, frowning. Trigg swung his head around. “We’ve had fairly good guesses in past years who the next fights were against.”

      “This year is different because Trigg is entered as a candidate and not a criminal,” Murdoch explained. “He gets a bye in round one of the fight. With thirty-two entries into the tournament, we’ll have to wait and see which criminals win in the first round.”

      “I guess that makes sense,” Cole said, his lips still pursed in confusion.

      “So how will I know what to expect then?” Trigg asked. “I’m going to be down in the holding area, right?” The area was one that Murdoch had pointed out on his first day of training.

      Murdoch nodded. “You’re allowed to have a support team member down in the holding area after each fight. They can help repair armor, bandage any wounds, keep you hydrated, and also make sure you get to your next fight.”

      “I like the sound of that,” Trigg said. “Will there be those healing potions that Barnabus used to have?”

      “A limited supply,” Tatiana said and then added with a wink, “We’ll have at least one to take care of any stake wounds.”

      “Great!” Trigg’s voice sounded forced, even to him.

      “Your second fight could be anyone. Plan to have the same approach. Absorb whatever weaves they cast at you. Remember, we’ve kept your ability a secret, so no one should expect that of you. Right now, they’re assuming you’ll be mostly ‘sword and board’ and not expecting very much spell power.”

      “Sounds like being terrible at your weaves during class will give you an advantage,” Cole said, nudging Trigg encouragingly in the side.

      “I guess,” Trigg conceded. “It would have been nice to figure out how my magic worked a little sooner. I’ve hardly had time to practice it since. Just in the pits.”

      “Speaking of your little adventure,” Murdoch said. “That is a perfect example of what you shouldn’t have been doing. Not only did the guards see you weaving your magic, but there’s rumors flying around about who exactly did the casting. Thanks to some quick talking by the lieutenant”—Murdoch nodded in Tatiana’s direction—“she managed to draw suspicion away from you.”

      Trigg gazed at Tatiana, curious why she would do something like that for him. Unless it was for the sake of the Second City. Then again, she’d seemed friendlier just now, he realized.

      “Luckily for us, Ephialtes is the only candidate who knows the traditional weaves used to control a drakkon,” Tatiana said. She pointed at Trigg and gave him an approving grin as if she appreciated Trigg’s nontraditional approach. Pleased by the unexpected praise from the faun, Trigg straightened his shoulders with a pleased smile. However, her next words wiped the smile from his face. “Quelling the rumors about who did or did not cast weaves was not difficult. The same cannot be said for facing him in the tournament. You’ll have to deal with both him and the drakkon.”

      Trigg sobered. “What do you think I should do?”

      The faun shook her head. “It is difficult to know. If he didn’t have a drakkon, the play would be to use the same strategy as the other opponents. So the obvious thing to do is to figure out a way to get rid of the drakkon. From there, assuming he’ll be your third fight, the next challenge is that his team member will have seen your amorphous weave and expect it. It’s a double-edged sword.”

      The enormity of the task settled on the group. Trigg sank into an empty chair and leaned on the table. He rubbed his forehead and bit his lip, considering the hologram of Ephialtes shining on the grid.

      “Whelp,” Murdoch exclaimed, breaking the dismayed silence. “I couldn’t have summed it up any better than that. Unless anyone has any other ideas, Trigg, prepare to cross the ninth gate. You gave it your best shot, kid.”

      And with that, the goblin switched off the table.
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      Len’Leyah escorted Terryn to a small room within the palace and locked her inside. The simple furnishings—threadbare rug, basic cot, and table without a chair—gave Terryn the impression of a servant’s room. Except she was locked in.

      That’s not important, though, she thought as she settled on the thin excuse for a mattress. There’s one place I can go. If this doesn’t work, I don’t know what else to do, but at least I have to try.

      She performed her focus exercise. Opening herself up, she methodically cast all her doubts and worries on golden leaves and let them float away on her imaginary stream.

      However, instead of letting them disappear from her mind, she mentally tied a thread more delicate than spider’s silk to them and let them pull her into the dream sea, where she’d traveled while in Helo’s cabin. That felt like so long ago now.

      As the leaves floated out into the water, bobbing in the gentle waves that lapped toward another shore, Terryn unhooked the thread. Then, instead of letting it dissipate, she added her hopes, dreams, and love into its strands. It lengthened and blossomed into a shimmering golden net.

      The gentle sloshing of the reverse waves and the smell of the salty air gave Terryn confidence that she was weaving the magic correctly. The gritty sand that clung to her bare feet felt familiar, like the sand on the bottom of the saecul flumine. The quiet, rhythmic crash of the waves folded around her. She welcomed the darkness and wove it into her net.

      She realized the mistake she’d made before by not including it in her weave before. The night had been there and greeted her like a friend, but she hadn’t accepted the darkness as an integral part of her being. Instead, she’d only paid attention to the light.

      Yet, each sentient being had both light and dark within them. Neither one was good or bad. The ideas of “good” or “bad,” Terryn realized, were used to measure and guide someone’s decision-making.

      The night deserved to be as much a part of her weave as the golden strands of light. She braided the strands of darkness in and began to sing. Guided by intuition, Terryn improvised the first couple notes. Her voice rang wild and clear across the water. However, after a few bars, the song transformed into a familiar melody. Her mother’s lullaby. One by one, the twinkling auras in the night sky appeared and pulsed in time to the power of Terryn’s spell. This time, the net felt strong, more real. Instead of only finding the aura of a single creature that was near her in the fifth dimension. This new net allowed her to see every being’s aura. It was breathtaking symphony of light. Within the center of each aura, she could make out the detailed visions of lives playing in each light.

      As the weave expanded and the net grew, she used the power of the song to cast it deep into the sky. It spread out among the auras, seeking one specific being. As the golden net passed each aura, the dark spaces between the strands magnified the visions like a three-dimensional looking glass. This allowed Terryn to easily search the starry sky.

      Finally, after multiple casts of trying to get the net to spread just right, an aura caught in the net and she drew it closer to her. Gold-tinted visions came into focus and flashed before her as if displayed like a droplet of water on a spiderweb made from the strands of time.

      The first scene, she expected. She saw her mother. Blonde hair drawn up in braids rocking Terryn and Trigg in either arm in a wooden armchair. A black pack-and-play stood in a corner. Terryn recognized it as the same one she and Trigg were found in.

      Her mother was singing the lullaby, and Terryn listened quietly.

      

      Go to sleep, my little ones

      E’er you be wo’ken in the dark

      Never finding your way to light

      Only roaming through the blight.

      Through the shadows of the mind

      Never knowing what you’ve done.

      Lost in the currents of all time.

      Go to sleep, my little ones

      and may you bravely bear the spark.

      

      As her mother sang the last words, she looked up from the sleeping infants and straight at Terryn. A jolt of surprise pulsed through her, but instead of losing the connection like she had with the squirrel’s memories, Terryn inhaled and let her assumption go with her breath.

      I don’t know what she’s seeing. I don’t know if she’s seeing me. What I’m seeing just is. Just watch it unfold.

      The next scene showed her mother holding Terryn’s chubby baby hands as she took her first steps on a small lawn of a log cabin surrounded by trees. Across from them, an older version of Derrik helped baby Trigg keep his balance. The four of them toddled toward each other. Then Terryn and Trigg reached for each other and collapsed together onto a pile of leaves, laughing. The vision began to waver.

      Did this truly happen? What had changed their lives so much? Terryn wiped at her eyes.

      The scene shifted as if in answer to Terryn’s thoughts. Gunfire and dark smoke surrounded the cabin. Her mother kneeled on the bedroom floor. One hand gripped the pack-and-play; the other held Derrik’s hand. His opposite hand grabbed the pack-and-play, completing the circle.

      Banging thundered through the one-room cabin. A door crashed into Terryn’s view. Her mother’s eyes stayed closed. A portal into the Between formed around them. It looked like the soldiers might catch them, then Derrik wove a fireball and cast it toward Terryn, and the vision disappeared in flames.

      The next scene, Terryn recognized. Her mother and father walked up steps of the Children’s Home, the pack-and-play in tow.

      Tears streamed unchecked down Terryn’s cheeks. She’d made a huge mistake. She didn’t fully understand what she was seeing in the auras, but if they were true, then both her parents had wanted her and Trigg, but they’d been forced to abandon them.

      No, she thought. Not abandoned. Hidden.

      The aura shifted and changed. It seemed dimmer as if the golden net was wearing thin. Terryn squinted, trying to bring this new image into focus.

      Her mother stood on the banks of the dream stream. Her back faced Terryn. Silver-green grass waved in the wind that swept through a twilight sky lit by the aurora borealis, similar to what Terryn had seen after the Porta Septimi had last visited her in the fourth dimension.

      As Terryn’s perspective moved closer, she noticed her mother’s blonde hair had aged to a dark steel-gray. The vision stopped so Terryn could see over her shoulder into the stream below. The water was clear and calm. Unlike the part of the stream Ryan had invaded, Terryn could see through this water. Dark green moss with delicate white flowers covered the gateways here. The sands were white, but instead of goldfish, knots of glistening eels in all colors of the rainbow tangled and writhed beneath the water. Something splashed into the stream, spreading ripples across the surface. The eels darted to the item and tore it a part. A chunk of meat or food of some kind, Terryn realized. Her mother had thrown it. As the food disappeared and the flurry of activity calmed, the eels moved, and Terryn saw into the gateway.

      She gasped. It was like she was looking in a mirror that was looking into another mirror. A thousand reflections of her mother, the eels, and herself. A crack split the gateway. Lava seeped from the openings and the gateway melted. A geyser of steam irrupted into the air above the stream, and then after a few moments disappeared as quick as it had started. All that remained of the gateway was a sizzling hunk of molten and metal. Vomit rose in Terryn’s throat. She’d done something terrible. Despair tore at Terryn’s insides. She shouldn’t have messed with magic she didn’t understand. This had been a mistake. She’d broken something and caused a rip or something awful. She should probably run. Except she couldn’t get her feet to move. It was as if they were riveted to the sand.

      Her mother, the first one in the infinite line of reflections, turned around. “Hello, daughter,” she said.

      Her shock loosened Terryn’s feet, and she scrambled backward. Those piercing blue eyes that bore down on her reminded Terryn of her own. Her mother picked up her white gown and stepped through the net and onto the beach in front of Terryn. Her mother flicked her hand. The net disintegrated in a shower of silent sparks behind her.

      Terryn’s mouth fell open in shock. Then, realizing her mother stood before her, she rushed toward her with arms outstretched.

      “Mom!” Terryn cried, the word catching in her throat and coming out as a half sob. She couldn’t believe it. She’d found her mother and she was here. She’d waited so long to see her, and even if Terryn had broken the dimensions to find her, she didn’t care. Terry would let the worlds burn for this moment. It meant everything. She was everything.

      Her mother raised her hand, halting Terryn’s advance.

      “You will keep your distance.” Her mother’s words came short and abrupt. Her dark brows knit together in a way that made Terryn feel as if she were five, and Sister Rachel had caught her stealing pennies from the alms jar. Terryn’s inner thoughts and outer momentum came to a jarring stop.

      “Mom? What do you mean?”

      “You are my daughter, but I am not your mother.”

      “How is that possible?” Terryn grabbed her arms and hunched her shoulders. What happened to the laughing woman I saw? I want her, my mom. A deep ache welled in the pit of Terryn’s being and threatened to overcome her. She wasn’t sure how much more she could take before she exploded into a million little golden pieces.

      “Your father once knew me as Lilith al’Lofton, a wanderer he’d met before the first war,” she said. “That was half a millennium ago. Much can change in five hundred years. Now my titles precede my human name: Mother of the Night, Queen of the Shadows, Leader of the Divided and All That There in Darkness Lies.”

      Terryn choked back her dismay and got herself under control. Maybe she wasn’t the mother Terryn had expected, but she was someone important. “You’re my mom, but not, and you’re in charge of the Divided?”

      “Yes.”

      “If you’re the Divided queen, that means you could help me?” Terryn couldn’t keep the hope from her voice. If this woman helped her save Trigg, then she could forgive her cold demeanor. Nobody was perfect, after all, and the ice queen persona would explain quite a bit. First being the ability to abandon her only children. Even if they’d been desperate, they still never returned for them. The words tumbled from Terryn like a waterfall. “I had a vision of him dying during the tournament. Trigg. He’s a new Divided soldier. A gargoyle named Barnabus took him from Earth through a portal to Imperious Nox. Could you find him and excuse him from fighting?”

      “No.”

      “What?” Anger burned Terryn’s voice. “What do you mean, no? Why not? He’s your son!”

      “You and your brother are special. More than just my children. You are twins born in the Ninth Sector under the sign of Gemini. You are the phoenix-drakkon twins. However, the woman who was your mother thought she could go against the rules of time. She allowed a split in the stream so the four of you could be a family.”

      “The vision. I saw us living in a cabin in the woods.”

      The queen nodded. “For almost two years. And then it became too great a burden for her to maintain the diversion in time. Events overcame even her, and she and your father were forced to abandon both you and your brother as fate originally intended.”

      Terryn sank to the sand as the queen continued. “However, it was too late for her. Her diversion caused the dream stream to split into three different timelines. While trying to rejoin the streams, the currents overcame her and she was pulled under. She’s lost forever in the stream of time.”

      “No!” Terryn reeled. Her emotions tumbled grief over denial over anger as if she’d been punched in the gut.

      “Instead, there’s me. The version of your mother from the timeline your mother died trying to combine. I am your mother, but the one fate demanded. As soon as I discovered in my timeline that I had birthed the phoenix-drakkon twins, I left you and your brother to your intended fates.”

      “What does fate have to do this?”

      “The prophecy. It means your brother must die.”

      “What? No! You’re lying!”

      “I am not.  Beware the hour of the twins. Opposites they will be. That is what the prophecy says. It means: you are life and he is death. The prophecy demands his death.”

      “That is so vague and dumb. What happened to free will? If you won’t save my brother, your son because of fate, then I will.”

      The queen laughed. “Even I, Queen of the Night, cannot control fate. If I cannot save him, then no one can. Free will exists, but it’s bound by the choices of those who came before you. Their free will is your fate. And your brother is fated to cross the ninth gate. It is the only way to save the saecul flumine, and time itself, from the Blight.”

      “The Blight? What does he have to do with this?”

      “You’ve released the Blight into the Between. It’s already consumed one stream. Soon it will discover the second. Before that happens, Trigg must die. It is our only hope. One death to save the unbroken universe.”

      “And you expect me to believe you?”

      “You can believe what you want,” the Queen Mother responded. “But you are restricted to your room until the tournament is over. Then you’re free to go.”

      “You mean that I must stay in my room until Trigg dies in the tournament.”

      “Essentially.”

      “You are horrible.”

      “I am not here to be your friend, but there is a way to prove that I’m right. Fly into the stars and look down at the stream. Do that, and you’ll see the three streams your mother created. And when you do, you’ll know that I’m not lying.

      “It is your choice, Terryn Al’ric. Your brother or the universe.”  She waved her hand like before and the bottom of her figure began disappearing in a wave of golden purple sparks.

      “That is no choice at all!” Terryn cried. “I will find another way!”

      Her mother threw her head back and laughed. Her torso eerily suspended in midair. “Certainly, little bird. But fly, fly away and look down at the stream. There is not much time before the stars fall and all that there is, will in darkness lie.”

      The sparks reached her head and she disappeared except for a purple smoke puff that the sea wind then whisked away, leaving Terryn alone in the dark.

      Except, Terryn knew that, unlike her mother, she was never really alone.
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      The stone walls around Trigg echoed with thunderous cheers. An explosion shook the ground and the crowd roared. He’d been listening to the begging battles of the tournament raged above him in the Arena all morning. Luckily as a candidate and not a criminal, he’d earned a bye from the first several rounds and did not have to fight. Instead, he waited on a wooden bench in a small stone room within the base of the coliseum. If he twisted and stood, he could watch the tournament’s progress through a tiny window above his head. But he didn’t want to do that. He wanted to focus on his plan, his goal. He needed to figure out how to defeat Ephialtes and his drakkon. Trigg felt sure it would come down to the two of them in the last battle. His absorption weave should be able to defeat the other candidates. Except Ephialtes. It wouldn’t prevent him from getting burnt to a crisp by drakkon fire. Really, he needed his own drakkon, but they were locked away in the pits with no way to access them.

      Regardless, no matter what Murdoch thought, he was determined not to die. Even if he couldn’t have a drakkon, what had happened in the drakkon pits have given him an idea of something he could do. He sang a low note. A strand of dream mites peeled away from the wall and extended to his hand. He stroked the small blob and smiled. The mites flashed purple and gray. He released the weave and they settled back into the place.

      He would do something no one expected. It was daring and might not work, but it was his only chance against the red drakkon. If it worked, he would win and become the Queen’s Champion, giving him the freedom to find Terryn.

      He unsheathed his sword. His reflection gleamed along its blade. Leaned up against the wall was his new staff. The nightstone glowed blue at its tip, wrapped in an intricate matrix of dream steel and black oak from the Forsaken Forest. Hel’dric had fashioned it for him when he learned how Trigg had used it to recover the drakkon scales.

      His steel-toe boots dug into the sand, which he guessed made cleaning up bloodstains easier. The crowd cheered again. Nerves swirled through Trigg’s stomach, but he shoved them down by performing his focus exercise. As his thoughts calmed, his magic hummed at the back of his mind, beckoning him to reach out and use it. He allowed himself to pull one wisp, which he channeled into the dream stone. It brightened as the tiny clouds within its depths absorbed the magical energy and swirled. Around him, all the dream mites along the walls responded to the energy and undulated like a hive mind.

      Trigg smiled at the waves. The nightstone made it so much easier to control more mites than without.

      “Just a little longer, little ones,” he told the moving mass. “We will show them all what we can do.”

      The sound of footsteps approached his door. He extinguished the flow of power to the stone and the walls stilled. A pair of Gorriak imps, like the ones that had been there the night he left Earth, dragged the body of a sylph behind them with chains. The winner of the first battle, Ephialtes, followed them. Unlike Trigg, he wore no armor. Just black tights, leather boots, and a white billowing shirt with lace on the cuffs.

      What an arrogant stultus.

      The elf grinned at Trigg as he passed the opening to Trigg’s room. “Mul’fortuna,” he said, his voice insincere.

      Trigg gave a curt nod and cursed. “Futue te ipsi.”

      The elf laughed. “Et tu.” He would have stopped, but a guard came up behind him and ushered him along with a grunt. The guard was a muscled creature with a humanoid body and warthog head with tusks jutting from its mouth. He stopped at the opening of Trigg’s room. If Trigg had been a prisoner, like some of the other candidates, the entryway would have been barred with a gate. But he was here of his own free will as the Second City’s champion.

      The warthog eyed the walls suspiciously and then turned its attention to Trigg. “It’s your time,” the creature said, its voice gruff. It gave an impatient snort.

      Trigg stood, sheathed his sword, and grabbed his staff. He followed the hog out of the holding cell area. Several other candidates waited in rooms like his, though some were barred. In one room, a dur’dalis healed a faun with a deep gash in its stomach. It cried out in pain as Trigg passed, but the warthog ushered him forward. A large gate lifted, and he entered the ramp leading into the brightly lit Arena.

      Trigg shielded his eyes as he entered the sunny space. He was suddenly grateful for all the time he’d spent practicing. Otherwise, he would have been completely overwhelmed.

      The crowd cheered as he entered as if pleased by his arrival. His long hair was tied in a bun under his helmet, which shielded his neck from the midday sun. Directly opposite him, a second gate opened.

      A green-skinned dryad stepped from within its depths. She had long brown hair woven into an intricate braid and a long flowing green dress. She carried a thick wooden staff. It looked more worn than his. Jagged crystal stones jutted from the top half of it. Trigg couldn’t help being intimidated as she twirled it, nimbly passing it from one hand to the other.

      “Ker’zick.” He spat on the sand, then drew his sword and crouched into a defensive stance. Even though she looked like a tough match, Trigg still didn’t like the idea of fighting a girl.

      The horn blew, signaling the start of the match. The crowd roared once again.

      The dryad launched herself at a run. Trigg advanced slowly, looking for some way to win without hurting her. As she drew near, she swiped her hand in front of her, and a volley of wooden stakes shot toward Trigg like bullets. He waved his left hand and sang a deep note. A glowing bubble of silver enveloped him. It was the same one he’d absorbed from Cole. His shield blocked the first and second stakes, but the third one cracked the weave. The spell splintered, and his shield exploded in a magical flash of light. He dodged the fourth stake, but the fifth one struck his shoulder, piercing the gap between his chest plate and left shoulder armor piece.

      He staggered back. The dryad was on him. She swung her staff over her head and then landed a blow to his left arm. His armor absorbed the impact, but it dented, making it harder to move his arm. He got his sword around to parry her next few blows, but her attack was relentless. It was all he could do to block her staff with his sword.

      He changed tactics. He tucked and rolled backward. As he moved, he wove a thread of power that pulled the other stakes to him. Then, when he gained his feet again, he twirled toward the dryad and slung the stakes back at her.

      None of them hit her, but they forced her to pause. That gave Trigg the few seconds he needed to regain his focus and weave a fireball. The flaming ball launched from his hand like a missile. It disintegrated another round of stakes the dryad had cast, then continued toward the creature. Trigg only had a quick moment to feel guilty before her own shield materialized around her. The fireball smashed into her iridescent weave. It rippled like water as it absorbed the fireball like a stone disappearing into a pond.

      Trigg’s guilt turned into dismay and then anger. That should have worked. The dryad yelled in defiance. A sheen of sweat glistened on her green-tinted forehead, making Trigg think she had felt the heat from his spell. He narrowed his eyes in determination and sprinted toward her. The sand did not give him good footing, and he flopped onto his stomach. His magic snuffed out as the impact knocked the air from him.

      He flipped himself over, frantically scrambling for his focus. However, the dryad was on him again. She pinned him down with the butt of her staff. Trigg grabbed its base, trying desperately to free himself from the weight. This close, the dryad’s dark eyes glinted down at him. Her lips curved into a vicious smile. She curled her hand and sang the words, “Aversa Par!” A deep purple orb appeared between her fingers. Suddenly a wave of small black spiders flowed over her bare shoulders, along her chest, and swirled down her staff toward Trigg.

      Time slowed, and the cheers from the crowd quieted. A susurrus from the advancing spiders was all Trigg could hear. Their pinprick eyes glowed with maleficent light.

      Trigg bellowed. Girl or not, he had not survived a giant dreamweaver only to get eaten by a miniature spider army. Reaching deep within himself, he tapped into the flowing magical current. A million little pricks of light lit up in his mind. He felt each tiny magical element of each advancing spider. Then, through a breathing motion, he sucked their energy into himself. The purple lights dimmed and then changed to the stormy blue color of his nightstone.

      He'd absorbed her weave and gained control of the spiders. Trigg raised his hand and repeated the words he’d heard the dryad sing.

      “Aversa Par!” he commanded.

      The spiders reversed and turned on the dryad. She let out a desperate wail. The black tide rolled over her, consuming her form.

      The crawling mass shrank and then scattered into the sand. All that remained of the dryad was a withered, decomposed tree.

      A sickly sweet smell emanated from its branches. A hollow pit formed in Trigg’s stomach. He’d killed her. His heart thudded in his ears, blocking out his thoughts. His vision blurred. What had he done?

      Pain stabbed through his shoulder. He collapsed to his knees and vomited. A team of dur’dalis healers thudded toward them. Trigg watched, having no ownership of his body. They wrapped the tree in a burlap cloth and ran in the opposite direction, toward the holding cells.

      A pair of hands pulled him to his feet. His arm was thrust into the air.

      “The victor!” the warthog cried. Around him the crowd erupted into a frenzied cheer. Then still dazed, the hog led him out of the sun and back into the cool shade of the coliseum walls. It stopped when it reached the room where the dur’dalis healers waited.

      Trigg was ushered to a stone pedestal while the dur’dalis pulled off his chest and shoulder armor. A serious blaze of pain cleared Trigg’s haze. The dryad’s stake was still embedded in his skin. He hissed through gritted his teeth as the healers extracted it with a large pair of pliers.

      A yellow weave curled around the dur’dalis’s wrists and then up Trigg’s arm and into the deep hole in his flesh. Sinew and flesh mended back together, leaving behind only a faint blue and red blotch.

      Trigg flexed his arm. It felt tender, but at least his movement was restored. The dirt golems helped him back into his armor. Then the hog creature appeared at the doorway.

      “You again!” it grunted. “Time to go.”

      Trigg nodded and hopped down from the table. He found his sword and staff leaned up against the wall. He didn’t remember retrieving them after the fight, but perhaps the warthog had grabbed them. Regardless, he sheathed the sword and tucked the staff into its holster on his back.

      As he followed the hog back up the ramp, he heard his name behind him. Confused, he turned and saw Cole running up the hall. Two faun guards in red livery were hot on his heels.

      “Trigg!” his friend shouted. “Buda! You need to know.”

      “Cole!” Trigg turned and went toward his friend, but the hog grabbed his shoulder from behind.

      The tattoos along Cole’s face glowed, allowing Trigg to see his concern. “I swear to you, I didn’t know. Your next fight. I promise, I would have told you, it’s . . .” The faun guards grabbed Cole and dragged him down in a scuffle so Trigg couldn’t hear the name he’d said.

      “What?” Trigg called, but the hog dragged him up the ramp.

      “No! Be careful, buda. You can win!” Trigg heard Cole call and then he was flying into the Arena. He landed with a thump in the hot sand, facing the gate.

      He pulled himself to his feet, a sense of dread overcoming him. Who could Cole be so upset about? Not Ephialtes. They expected Trigg would have to fight him, but it was only the second match. He wouldn’t face the queen’s son until the final round, they expected. That had been the plan, but when did anything ever go according to plan.

      A screech echoed through the air, and a familiar whoosh of wings greeted his ears. He recognized that sound from the drakkon pits. Trigg clenched his sword and searched the empty blue sky.

      Another screech reverberated around the Arena. The crowd inhaled a collective breath and fell silent. The sound of giant wingbeats vibrated the air like a jet liner. Except Trigg knew this world didn’t have jets. The red drakkon, the same one from the pits, rose in the air from behind the stands. It hovered above the stands and blasted a cone of red flame through its nostrils. Black ebony chains that served as reins connected its mouth to the rider on its back.

      Ephialtes.
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      Ephialtes and his red drakkon swooped toward Trigg. A blast of red flame preceded them. Trigg wove Cole’s bubble shield. The red flames curled around the shield’s gleaming walls and burned it up, like water evaporating on a hot griddle.

      However, it worked to keep Trigg unscathed for the moment.

      “Come down here, you dirty elf verbero,” Trigg shouted at Ephialtes.

      “Why give up a front-row seat to your destruction?” The elf laughed. “Let’s see if Earth boys burn like the rest of the candidates.”

      With that, the drakkon flew past Trigg. The elf banked the creature left and circled above the Arena.

      Trigg wiped the sweat pouring down his face. The salty moisture made the cuts on his face burn. But he had no time to waste. Exhaustion threatened his stance. He’d had no time to rest after his fight with the dryad. If he didn’t act soon, Ephialtes would win just by outlasting him.

      He had to act now.

      Trigg sheathed his sword with a twirl. It would not help with this fight. He unlatched his staff and slammed it into the ground. A giant silver force field exploded outward. It extended across the sands, rippled up the stands, and out into the city.

      Trigg inhaled deep, finding his focus. Through his magic, he felt the life forces of all the dream mites guarding all the stone walls in and out of Nightmare City.

      Come to me, he urged silently. Come!

      He spun, both hands upraised, and thick weaves of silver undulated from his palms. He shot twin beams of energy into the sky. Above him, a giant thunderhead formed. It swirled and churned like an oceanfront storm. Its depths lit with periodic lightning flashes. The clouds within it churned faster and faster, and when Trigg sensed the pressure was about to burst, he called a lightning bolt down to himself.

      At the last possible second, before it struck him, he lassoed the power and redirected it into the nightstone in his staff.

      “Aversa Par!” he screamed. His hair came undone and whipped in the storm’s wind.

      Murmurs of surprise and shouts of astonishment came from the crowd. People in the stands jumped to their feet as the dream mites beneath their seats skittered toward Trigg. Then, they ducked as another wave of the tiny creatures surged over the top of the Arena walls and poured into the sands like water. The dream mites from across the city heeded his call and moved away from whatever structure they were bound to, and toward him.

      The red drakkon screamed its displeasure. Ephialtes flung a complex weave into the storm, but the clouds were too vast to contain. The spell was absorbed into the clouds. The energy gave Trigg the boost he needed to perform the next spell.

      He sent a thick weave of his silver magic into the dream mites, which caused them to amass behind him. He spread his stance and waited. A much larger, much brighter point of light traveled toward him in his mind. An old enemy and a new ally.

      The red drakkon had completed its bank and headed back toward him. Ephialtes focused on Trigg, having failed in his attack on the thundercloud. The red drakkon lowered its head and dove straight toward Trigg and the dream mite mass, its jaws open, sharp teeth glistening in the lightning, and nostrils flaring with smoke.

      Trigg stood his ground. The timing would be close, but he couldn’t afford to back down. He clenched his staff in both hands. The new, brighter point in his consciousness gleamed as the staff amplified his power. Around him, the crowd cheered in appreciation. They had seen what he already knew. Without the protection of the dream mites, the cages in the drakkon pits were useless. Yet, instead of escaping into the Fields of Nightmares, the black drakkon answered Trigg’s call. Its affinity to Trigg’s magic was too great.

      The black drakkon answered the red drakkon’s roar and slammed into the dream mites at Trigg’s back. The mites covered the gigantic creature, then turned to a liquid silver. The million dots of consciousnesses merged with the bright light of the drakkon’s mind. A new silver drakkon emerged, its scales covered in platinum armor made from the dream mites.

      The energy burst from the new creature Trigg absorbed into himself. It healed his wounds and washed away his exhaustion. The silver drakkon slowed its flight and turned sideways long enough for Trigg to scramble onto its back before launching into the clouds.

      As he settled into the nook of the drakkon’s neck, Trigg let out a cry of exhilaration. It had worked! His plan had worked.

      He had a drakkon.

      It was time to fly.

      Trigg urged the silver drakkon into the storm clouds. The wind rushed through Trigg’s dark hair. Below, the coliseum shrank to the size of a quarter.

      His stress and built-up worry melted away. No longer was he the sick kid with the incurable disease, the weird kid with the crazy dreams, nor was he the poor candidate charged with failing his sister by bonding her without knowing it.

      All the shame and misery lifted.

      With his silver drakkon, he could do anything.

      He could be the Queen’s Champion.

      And if he could do that, he was going to find Terryn. There was just one red drakkon standing, or rather flying, in his way.

      Hidden from view, Trigg took a minute to figure out how to best steer the drakkon. Within his mind’s eye, he could feel the drakkon’s and dream mites’ consciousnesses. Reaching out to it mentally, he requested it to turn right. The creature raised its left wing and veered right. Clutching its neck, he asked for a twirl. The drakkon tucked its wings and dived in response. The clouds spun as they fell.

      Trigg’s Adam’s apple dropped. The ground rushed up to him.

      Enough! Enough! he thought, and the drakkon leveled out. Thanks, that’s cool.

      The drakkon pulled up right above the stands. The crowd cheered as they flew by, the volume fading and then heightening as the drakkon passed over it and circled back around.

      Suddenly, the red drakkon appeared to their left and slammed into them. Its jaws latched onto the silver drakkon’s shoulder. However, instead of getting traction through the scales, they glanced off with a screech. Like a thunderclap, a few of the tips of the drakkon’s teeth snapped. But it was still bigger than his silver beast. It used its sheer size and pushed it down toward the ground.

      Trigg pulled his sword and jabbed it into the red scales, but it glanced off, ripped from his grasp, and fell one hundred feet to the ground, narrowly missing a goblin family eating popcorn below.

      They continued to spiral downward.

      “Twirl, twirl, twirl!” Trigg shouted. The drakkon responded and entered a death spin. So fast, Trigg’s vision blurred until red and white streaks filled his sight. He clutched the drakkon’s neck.

      Within a few yards of the ground, the red drakkon broke away. The silver drakkon slammed into the sand and then skidded along the ground, churning up a wave of sand and silver debris. Trigg felt as if he were riding a tidal wave. The red drakkon flew by and breathed fire down on them. Trigg extended his hand and wove another bubble shield. Again, it evaporated under the pressure of the flames. This time, the heat seared Trigg’s hair and skin, giving him a mild burn.

      “Don’t get too cozy, walker,” Ephialtes taunted as he flew by. “The farther you fly, the farther you fall.”

      “Dying is easy,” Trigg called back. “And you seem like a guy who always takes the easy way out.”

      The silver drakkon recovered from his skid and rose. He shook off the dirt like a dog. However, Trigg noticed with a tinge of worry that the dream mites’ platinum protection had worn off in places. Black scales showed through the gaps.

      Ephialtes and the red drakkon dived toward them. Trigg called his drakkon to him. He scrambled onto its back. It launched into the air, driving toward the other drakkon pair above. They clashed in a thunderclap. The two creatures entangled in a mess of tails, wings, and claws. Trigg and the elf shot offensive spells at the other, which the elf countered and Trigg absorbed. However, after a few rounds, the exhaustion of the fight began to wear on Trigg. Even when he absorbed a spell, he still felt his reflexes slowing.

      Ephialtes and his drakkon were not giving up. Trigg wasn’t going to last much longer. Though, based on the grim determination of the elf’s shoulders, neither would he.

      Trigg needed to think of something to end the fight soon. Although he wasn’t sure if any spell he knew would fully stop the elf. Trigg could almost admire his perseverance. Any other soldier would have long given up. Trigg could appreciate the grit that made someone dig deep and keep going, despite the odds.

      He needed something unique, something unexpected to hit the elf with. Hands flat on the drakkon, he breathed deep and performed his focus exercise. A sea of lights illuminated his mind. The dream mites. The crowd below. And two bright lights that had to be the red drakkon and Ephialtes.

      I need to focus on something, he told the brilliant consciousness he recognized as the silver drakkon. Keep them busy.

      It bellowed in understanding.

      The silver drakkon dived and looped through the air, leading the red drakkon on a chase around the coliseum. The crowd oohed and ahhed as the two creatures chased each other.

      Trigg held the brilliant point he believed was Ephialtes’s mind. He opened up his magic, which was at full strength thanks to all the spells he’s just absorbed. He dipped in and readied a complex spell that Ephialtes had used against him earlier in the match. Trigg wasn’t exactly sure how it worked or what to expect, but first, he sent a volley of wooden stakes, a simpler spell, toward the elf as a distraction. It was the same spell Trigg had learned in his first match with the dryad. However, he altered the weave so that it acted as a mask for the more complex weave.

      As expected, Ephialtes easily countered the volley of stakes. He laughed as Trigg and the silver drakkon flew by.

      “Are you getting tired, Earth boy?” he taunted, but then the more complex spell caught the elf in the face. His eyes glazed over and he slipped from the red drakkon’s back. He spun and tumbled over to the sands below.

      Trigg guided his drakkon back down to the Arena. The red drakkon curled around what Trigg assumed was the body of Ephialtes. No one should have been able to survive that fall. A group of hog soldiers gathered around the space, blocking his view.
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        * * *

      

      Once they landed, Trigg slid from the drakkon’s back. Its consciousness burned bright in his mind.

      Trigg sent a wave of thankful thoughts into the mites on the drakkon’s skin and to his new ally. I could not have done that without you. All of their lights pulsated in response. Trigg’s body ached and his stomach grumbled. Judging by the sun’s position, it was still a couple hours till lunchtime, but Trigg felt as if hours had passed since his fight with the dryad.

      A soldier rushed over and began weaving a healing spell over the silver drakkon. A second hog followed the first and grunted at Trigg to follow him back into the coliseum. Trigg trudged across the sand and into the cool stone entryway. Tatiana stood waiting, holding a mug and a brass pitcher of water.

      “Where’s Cole?” he asked.

      “Murdoch has him doing something else,” she hedged. “So I’m what you’ve got.”

      Trigg frowned at her. “What’s more important than winning the tournament?”

      “Oh, it’s related,” she assured him. “Don’t you worry.” She poured a cup of water and offered it to him. Beyond them, the soldiers were securing the red drakkon into a barred cage. His own drakkon stood nearby. Black scales gleamed in spots where the red drakkon’s fire had burned off the armor. Just one more fight, and he’d become the Queen’s Champion.

      “So what happens next?” Trigg asked as he took the cup from her. He took a long drink and then splashed the cold liquid on his face. He was so hot, his skin instantly warmed the fluid, but the wetness still brought welcome relief. “Wasn’t Ephialtes supposed to be my last fight?”

      “He was,” she agreed, beckoning him to follow her and then turning to walk down the hall. She grinned over her shoulder at him. “Things obviously didn’t go according to the plan.”

      Trigg frowned. He didn’t like what he saw in her grin. “Then why are you smiling?”

      She reached the doorway to his room and stood at the entrance, letting him enter first. “Because things are still going well. You followed the plan perfectly and beat Ephialtes.”

      Trigg plopped down on the wooden chair and held up the cup for a refill. Tatiana refilled it from the pitcher. “That was brilliant, what you did with the dream mites. I knew they liked you, but that was really creative. Using them as a living shield like that against the red drakkon’s fire.”

      “Thanks. How much time till the next fight?”

      “Depends, let’s take a look.” She walked over to the small window cut in the stone wall that looked out over the Arena. An explosion echoed and the crowd screamed. “Looks like it’s the human kid against a yeti.” An explosion echoed and a

      “Good.” Trigg pulled off his breastplate and investigated the wound from the first fight. It felt tender, but the skin remained unbroken. Even so, it was going to be hard to use his sword. He would have to rely on his magic and the drakkon. He grabbed a fresh shirt and shrugged it on. The clean sky cotton felt good against his skin. “Do we have any idea who it is?”

      “Yes, but you’re not going to like it.”

      “That’s nothing new there.” Trigg grimaced and sat down on a wooden bench along the stone wall. He was too tired to press the issue. He rested his head on the bench and tried to sleep. The sounds of another battle out in the Arena echoed through the window.

      Awhile later, a hog soldier appeared at the door. “You’re up next,” it grunted. “Get ready.”

      Trigg sat up. He pulled his breastplate on and adjusted his sword sheath. Satisfied with how secure it felt, he grabbed his staff.

      “You’re not going to tell me, are you?”

      Tatiana gave a slow smile and shook her head. “No, Murdoch’s orders. I warned you about trusting a goblin.”

      “You did, but . . .” Trigg raised his eyebrows. “He won’t know if you tell me.”

      “Maybe I would tell you, but do you really need me to?”

      Trigg sobered. He’d seen the signs since the ceremony. “No, I know who it is.” And he walked into the Arena. There, in the center, waited his friend and mentor, Barnabus.
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            The Champion Versus the Criminal

          

        

      

    

    
      If Trigg was being honest, he’d known Barnabus was in the tournament when he first saw his wings. He just didn’t want to face his growing suspicion. It’d been too easy to focus on winning the tournament so he could find Terryn. He’d started to become suspicious when he’d seen Barnabus and Murdoch arguing before he and Murdoch left for Nightmare City.

      What would Barnabus have had to argue about after being charged with the Second City? Nothing. But arguing about being in the tournament after just being promoted? That made sense. And then, the wings he’d spotted at the Drawing Ceremony; they had belonged to Barnabus. And finally, the odd way Murdoch acted during the planning meeting. Not to mention the holographic figure with wings just like Barnabus. He’d been a fool for not admitting it earlier. A goblin was a goblin who wanted to win.

      Trigg grit his teeth. Murdoch! The full extent of Murdoch’s plan for winning the Queen’s Champion title became painfully clear. Trigg may have been chosen as the camp’s champion, but Barnabus had been entered as a criminal. Now, either way, Murdoch had two candidates with a decent chance at winning the tournament. That evil, conniving goblin!

      “Curse that goblin to the ninth gate,” spat Trigg. “Not this! I wouldn’t have agreed to this.”

      Unsheathing his sword, Trigg strode determinedly out to the center where Barnabus waited for him. His large claws balled into fists, poised.

      When Trigg reached hearing distance, he called, “I will not fight you.” He flung his sword away. He unlatched his staff and slung it in the other direction.

      The crowd howled in defiance. Several boos mixed into the noise. Trigg didn’t care.

      “You were promoted.” He glared at Barnabus. “Why are you going along with this?”

      “That doesn’t matter. Murdoch entered me as a criminal.” The gargoyle’s large eyes met Trigg’s icy stare. A hint of sadness flashed in their depths.

      “What? Why?”

      “I allowed your sister to be left behind.”

      “But she’s alive!”

      Barnabus shook his head. “It matters not. A good commander must bear the consequences of his actions.”

      “But you didn’t do anything wrong!” Trigg cried. “Murdoch is using this to get you out of the way. He’s jealous!”

      Barnabus shook his head. “Even if that is the case, the Divided need soldiers to help protect the dream dimension. How can I protect against the terrors that lurk in the night, if I become one by shirking my duty?”

      “I don’t want to fight you.” Despair and betrayal ripped Trigg’s chest. He’d hurt Terryn by bonding her, he’d hurt Cole by not understanding his magic. And now he was being asked to hurt his friend and mentor?

      “You must. I have trained you well for this moment. Either outcome, the honor of us both will be restored.” Barnabus flung his muscled arms out, his wings extending above his head. He sang a low note and wove two thick weaves that shone brightly, red as blood, extending from either hand. They lashed out and grabbed Trigg’s weapons and pulled them back toward the center. The sword and staff landed in the sand, upright, perfectly crossed. “Now, step forward and make me proud,” Barnabus said, pulling back his weave.

      Trigg stared at them as he considered what to do. Barnabus could claim honor and valor as justification to fight. But Trigg couldn’t shake the idea that it was a power move by Murdoch. He’d been prepared to die in this tournament for Terryn. But he’d not been prepared to kill. What kind of person would ask him to do that? What kind of person would agree to do that? He’d already killed two beings in this tournament. When he believed Terryn was dead, his grief had been severe. Those who loved the people he’d killed would be grieving now. He’d done that to them.

      “Do what you have to do,” Trigg whispered. He turned his back and walked away. He wanted to find Terryn, but the cost was too high. He was tired of being manipulated. Some orders could not be followed. He would not fight his friend. He would figure out another way.

      A force latched to his back and dragged him back toward his weapons. Trigg struggled against the red glowing weave. He twisted and lost his balance, falling onto his back. The force pulled him along the sand, which poured into the tiny openings of his chainmail and grated his skin. His head hit his weapons. The sword blade sliced his cheek.

      “You must fight!” Barnabus bellowed. “I don’t want to kill you without a fight.”

      With a cry of anger, Trigg wrapped both hands around his sword, which was still stuck in the sand. Its blade dug into his palms, leaving deep cuts. Blood streamed between his fingers.

      “Aversa Par!” He sang the beginning notes of his absorption spell. He inhaled the surrounding energy, draining it from his blood and from the red weave. The glowing threads disappeared from Barnabus’s claws until Trigg felt the gargoyle’s magic humming in his hands. He looked down, and where there should have been deep cuts, was nothing. His palms were healed. Trigg could barely contain his amazement. More so at the lack of pain.

      Barnabus swooped toward him, spear upraised. Trigg ducked and rolled as the gargoyle flew by, narrowly missing getting pinned by the weapon.

      “I don’t want to fight you!” Trigg released the weaves he’d absorbed from Barnabus and sent them around his wings. They wrapped around them like silver rope. Barnabus fell from the air and tumbled along the ground.

      Trigg waited for him to rise.

      Barnabus growled. “Come on, little one. This is no time to fight fair.” He hefted a second spear at Trigg.

      Trigg waved his hand, and a bubble shield appeared around him. The spear struck its center and stuck. Trigg cast it away, and it slammed into the stone wall. The dream mites dodged out of the way of its tip. Seeing their movement gave Trigg an idea.

      He did not want to kill his friend, but neither did he really want to die for him either.

      He dashed for his staff. He wove his magic into it and called to the mites. A blob of goo separated from the Arena’s walls and floated toward him in response. Meanwhile, Barnabus untangled his wings from the silver rope. He flew toward Trigg, sword raised.

      Breathing deep, Trigg sang a high note into the stone in his staff. It emitted a blinding light. Barnabus swung his sword in a downstroke. Trigg sidestepped the blade. On the upswing, Trigg jumped and spun around, then slammed the glob of dream mites into his friend. Just like the mites had covered the black drakkon, they engulfed Barnabus from neck to toe. They hardened, and his friend could no longer move. Instead, he stood like a polished metal statue, his red head thrashing in place.

      The gargoyle met Trigg’s gaze without fear. “It is done.”

      Around them, the stands erupted into triumphant cheers.

      “Yes, and we both still live.” Trigg allowed himself to hope. Perhaps his plan would be enough to win. He searched for the soldiers standing along the edges of the Arena. Would they come collect Barnabus now, like his other opponents? Yet, they stood unmoving, watching and waiting. “Why aren’t they coming out here?”

      “Trigg, they don’t come out until one of the opponents is dead. Take my head and be done with it.” Barnabus bowed his head, exposing his neck.

      “Never!” Trigg gasped in horror and stepped back. “I won without killing you. Isn’t that enough?”

      “Son of Earth, when you serve the Queen of the Night, it is never enough. You have it in you to become wo’ken in the dark. You’ve already defeated two opponents. What is one more life? Reach deep within yourself and take the killing blow. Accept who you are.” Barnabus’s cat eyes blazed with acceptance.

      “No!” Trigg shouted. “I take it back. I don’t want to kill anyone.”

      The crowd began chanting, and Trigg cringed at the words. “Off with his head. Off with his head!”

      Trigg spun around, giving a wordless cry of frustration at the crowd. He scanned the stands until he spotted a balcony draped with the flag of the queen. He shook his sword at the faceless entourage that watched from above its black and purple sigil. “I will not become your monster!”

      Trigg whistled. The thud of drakkon wingbeats on the air resounded around the main Arena as the creature rose from behind the stands and banked toward Trigg. He would no longer do the bidding of a queen, no matter her relation, who insisted on killing. He had all he needed. It was time to find his sister. The one person he knew, without a doubt, cared about him.

      The silver drakkon landed beside him. He climbed onto its back, and it sprung into the air. The wind in Trigg’s face felt cool as his dark hair streamed behind him. The sky’s horizon stretched out around them. If they could fly fast enough, could they escape?

      Before Trigg sent them off, a tug on the drakkon’s flank distracted him. A gray cyclone twisted up from the ground and chased the drakkon’s heels. Yellow sand streaked through the storm and stung Trigg’s hands. The drakkon lost its current, and Trigg’s stomach lurched. He clutched the drakkon’s neck. Another updraft rocked the drakkon in the air.

      Trigg heard notes within the swirling storm. The voice belonged to Barnabus. Then Trigg realized his mistake. The gargoyle may be encased in a shell, but he could still weave magic with his voice.

      “You’d think I’d learn,” Trigg muttered, then he closed his eyes and focused. If he didn’t figure out a way to counter the storm weave, he and the drakkon would get caught in the wind. As his focus expanded, awareness of the mites and drakkon bloomed in Trigg’s mind. Hundreds of feet below, he felt the lights of the other dream mites that encased Barnabus. But something was wrong. Barnabus had finished the weave and was singing a new spell.

      To the drakkon, Trigg yelled, “Get us out of here!”

      Trigg could feel the dream mites flowing away from the gargoyle, as if melting. With a roar, loud enough for Trigg to hear above the storm, Barnabus stretched his wings and flexed his muscles. The remaining mites broke away, and the gargoyle erupted from the ground toward the center of the cyclone. He spotted Trigg and adjusted his trajectory to intercept him. He carried one spear on his back and a sword in his hand.

      “You should have killed me when you had the chance!” Barnabus shouted, his words barely audible in the wind. He banked left and slammed into the drakkon’s neck with his sword. The blade glanced off but chipped a piece of the dream mite armor, exposing more black scales. The force jostled Trigg and he lost his grip. His stomach flipped. The feeling of weightlessness was his only warning. Then he was falling, clutching desperately for the drakkon’s neck, and then its back, and then its tail and foot, but each time, he only found empty air. He fell, spinning head over heels in the winds of the storm.

      He and the drakkon had flown hundreds of feet into the air, to begin with, so he guessed he had about a minute before he hit the ground. The drakkon chased him, but it wasn’t flying fast enough to reach him in time. It would be up to Trigg. He counted silently to control the rising panic in his mind. And then a memory came to him. He’d felt like this before, in the boys bathroom—during that first heart attack.

      He’d mentally called for anyone to come to him, and Terryn was the one who had answered. But Terryn wasn’t here to save him now. He needed a different option. He needed a parachute. He wove a bubble shield. The air around him slowed, but not enough. He was still going too fast.

      Something grabbed the back of his shirt. Thick red claws dented his armor. Trigg looked up. Barnabus had a hold of his shoulder. His wings beat above both their heads, desperately trying to catch a current against the winds of the storm. But Trigg looked down as they plummeted, unable to lose momentum.

      “It’s too late!” Trigg yelled. “Let go. Don’t die too.”

      Barnabus yelled, but his words were lost to the wind. He tightened his grip. Trigg grabbed his wrist and tried to pull free, but it wasn’t enough. They hit the ground hard, bringing blackness.
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        * * *

      

      Trigg opened his eyes. Except a part of him realized he hadn’t opened his physical eyes. What he saw was definitely not the sands of the Arena in Nightmare City. So, he was either dreaming, dead, or transported somewhere else.

      A grassy plain of gray and green wheat spread out before him. A warm breeze bent the plants in waves that made it seem like he stood in an ocean of grass. Above him, scarlet, violent pinks, magenta, sapphire, and neon blue streaked through the cloudless sky. Stars swirled through the colors as if dumped by a happy toddler armed with an open bottle of silver glitter. They gave off some light, but not enough to explain the eerie colors that bathed everything in a silvery glow. Trigg couldn’t find a sun or moon.

      An odd melody seemed to drift down to him as if the stars were singing of loss, except that was impossible. The notes tugged at his heart and pulled at his feet. He lifted his face to the sky. If he listened long enough, he felt like he would be able to take flight and disappear into the stars.

      The stars twinkled down at him as if beckoning him to join them. He almost would, except another melody drew his attention. Trigg shook himself and trudged in the opposite direction, toward the other song. It sounded familiar, like words unspoken.

      The horizon stretched around him in all directions except for one tiny spot in the distance where a tree jutted into the sky. A few more steps brought him to the edge of a gurgling stream. Dark silhouettes moved in the water along the banks.

      The melody grew louder. A hand rested on his shoulder. “Tag, you’re it.”

      Trigg spun, a grin already spreading on his face. “Terryn?”

      She stood, arms outstretched. He flung himself into her embrace. “It’s you!”

      She squeezed him. “Trigg! I found you!”

      Trigg laughed and pulled back, but he didn’t let go. He didn’t think he’d ever let her go again. He held her at arm’s length and drank in everything about her. Her red-streaked blonde hair. The freckles spread across her nose and cheeks. Her slender chin and the same blue eyes.

      “I have so much to tell you!” he exclaimed, then his excitement fell away. “Our mom is the queen.”

      “I know. I met her. She helped me figure out some things.”

      “You met her? What things?”

      “You know. Girl things.” Terryn shrugged, then smiled. “Oh and guess what?”

      “What?”

      “I found our dad.”

      Trigg gapped. “Our dad?” The questions bubbled out of him in his excitement. “Who is he?”

      “His name is Derrik. I got into a fight with him, but I think you’d like him.”

      “I got into a fight with Mom. Kinda.”

      “She didn’t strike me as a warm and fuzzy type of person when we met.”

      “Where’d you meet her?”

      “Here in the Between. Both wanderers. Like mother like daughter, you know.” Terryn laughed. “Except she’s the ice queen. Glad she’s not my queen.”

      “Yeah. She’s a bit overbearing.”

      “Parents!” Terryn rolled her eyes.

      Trigg laughed. “No kidding! So what do we do now?”

      She donned a serious expression as if he were a puzzle that fit together in an unexpected way. “What matters now is getting you out of here.”

      “What is here?” Trigg looked around. “It feels empty, but . . . welcoming? Real, but it’s surreal. That probably sounds weird.”

      “No, it’s not weird. It’s called the Between, and it’s a real place. You need to leave . . .” A shadow crossed her face, and she bit her lip.

      “What?” Trigg demanded. “Tell me.”

      “Most sentient beings I’ve seen here are—”

      Realization struck Trigg and he cut her off, finishing her sentence, “Dead.”

      She nodded and squeezed him tight.

      “I know this place felt too good to be true,” he muttered. “How are you here then? You’re not dead, are you?”

      “No. I can come here as part of my magic. I’m a wanderer. Part of that means coming here to guard the stream.” She looked at the black shadows in the water. “I’ve been ignoring it, trying to find you instead.”

      Trigg barked a laugh. “Guess you were a little late for that.”

      “Maybe.” Terryn gave a half smile. “I still have a lot to learn about my power, but based on what I do know, it is impossible for me to ‘be late.’”

      Trigg frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “What I’ve figured out the past couple months is what it really means for a wanderer to be a guardian. There aren’t that many of them, so it was difficult. A wanderer helps maintain the balance between the dimensions of life, dreams, and death. To do that, wanderers have visions related to the things that need guarding. I had a vision of you dying, and I thought it was just because you were my brother and I cared about you. But the vision, my power, it was trying to tell me it was more than that, Trigg. Our mother did something to upset the balance of time. She tried to keep us. Then, I messed up and let the Blight into the fourth dimension. I need you to help me fix it. All of it. That is what the vision has been trying to tell me this entire time, but I didn’t know how to listen.” Terryn held out her hand. “I’m listening now, and Trigg, it’s not time for you to fly into the stars. You still have more to do. It’s time to go home. Will you come with me?”

      Trigg studied his sister and then looked up at the stars. He didn’t have a good reason not to follow her. He owed her at least that much for the pain he caused her when the bond spell broke. However, the stars’ melody called to him. They promised safety, belonging, and rest. And, while he would do anything his sister asked of him, the fact that the stars’ song appealed to the innermost longing of his heart bore witness to the truth of his death and made it that much easier to reach for her hand.

      “Lead the way,” Trigg told her. As his fingertips touched hers, the dimension around them filled with a bright light until nothing remained except a door framed against a field of white.

      Terryn smiled at Trigg’s astonished expression and then led him toward the door. “It’s just through here.” She turned the knob, and they stepped through together.
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            The Price of Living

          

        

      

    

    
      Guitar strums prodded Trigg’s consciousness. His phone alarm played “Hurt” by Nine Inch Nails. Eyes closed, he lay in bed at St. Anthony’s Sleep Center. The familiar chords of his favorite song washed over him. The air felt chilly and smelled of fresh-cut grass.

      Trigg opened his eyes. Sunshine streamed through the open curtains above the couch in the tiny room of the sleeper clinic. His temple itched where the electrodes had gripped his skin. He must have pulled them off during his night terrors. His phone continued playing.

      

      Beneath the stains of time

      The feelings disappear

      You are someone else

      I am still right here.

      

      Trigg kicked his feet out of bed, trailing a cascade of spaghetti wires behind him. He made his way to the window ledge and swiped the alarm off.

      The sounds in the early-morning silence—the distant whir of a lawn mower through the open window, the whirring fan blades of the electrodes’ control box, and muffled footsteps traveling the hall—descended on the room.

      A spare blanket lay folded over the back of the empty couch, along with two extra pillows. He sat and hugged one of the pillows to his chest.

      His dreams had seemed different last night. Something had changed in his night terrors. A prevailing mix of sadness and hope lingered at the edge of his consciousness. Something different had happened, but he couldn’t remember what.
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        * * *

      

      Terryn stood in the stream before a gateway. The neon river plants waved like usual in the otherworldly current and the a’lucinatio darted here and there over the white sand. Unlike the gateways where Ryan had invaded the other branch of the stream, this gateway’s window shone clear. A closer inspection would have revealed that its stones were also free of the moss and erosion peppering the other portals.

      Through its opening, Terryn watched Trigg swipe his phone alarm off. When she had been there, she had turned it off for him. Already he was changing things. But, she promised herself that she wouldn’t leave him long enough to change anything that mattered. Just long enough for her to figure out a way to keep him from dying.

      Even though Terryn had a general idea of the events she’d see unfold in the gateway, she found it difficult to leave. Marsha and Sister Rachel entered the room. Sister Rachel held the fast-food bag but held one fewer orange juice cup. Marsha eventually wrangled the electrodes off of Trigg and shook her fist at him. He still launched the pillow at the door as she closed it behind her. Terryn smiled to see that was still the same.

      After Sister Rachel left, leaving the food on the dresser, Trigg stared at the wall, straight at her. If Terryn hadn’t known better, it seemed as if he could sense her presence there.

      She shrugged off the eerie feeling. She was probably imagining things as a result of her guilt. Raising her hand to the gateway, she imagined touching Trigg’s shoulder.

      She whispered, “I’ll always be right there beside you.”

      Then she turned away, heart breaking, and disappeared into the stream.

      

      
        
        Dear Reader,

        

        Thank you for finishing No Time to Fly. If you enjoyed Terryn and Trigg’s adventures in Imperious Nox, please leave a review. Reviews not only help other readers like you discover new books, but also encourage me as I’m working on the next book.

        

        Book 3, No Time to Die, will be ready in 2023. I promise I’m writing as fast as I can. Join my newsletter on the next page to receive updates on my progress and other book news.

        

        Until then, may your nights be long and the stars guide your path!

        

        ~ S. E. Henry
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