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      Terryn pressed the final electrode onto her brother’s temple.

      “You’re all set, Trigg.” She stepped back from where he sat on the bed in their private room at the sleep clinic in St. Anthony’s Healthcare Center. “You look like a connect-the-dots drawing, but that’s all of them.”

      Terryn admired her handiwork with a smile that projected more confidence than she felt. Surely there’s no way he can rip all of those off while he sleeps tonight. She caught herself biting her lower lip and stopped, hoping Trigg hadn’t seen.

      Trigg’s light-blue eyes watched her like polished stones. Terryn saw her reflection in their depths. As twins, they shared the same eyes, but her hair was gold with crimson streaks while his was a deep brown. Trigg shifted, making the cheap mattress crinkle, as he inspected the half dozen electrodes plastered around his bare chest.

      “Thanks, Ter,” Trigg said, glancing back up with a feigned eye roll. He was oblivious to her worry, Terryn judged by the hint of levity tugging the corners of his lips. “My childhood aspirations to become a coloring book page are now complete.”

      Terryn laughed. “Liar, you hated art as a kid.”

      “So?” He raised his dark eyebrows and shrugged. “It’s still funny.”

      “Trigg’s got jokes,” Terryn murmured, lightly punching his shoulder.

      He grinned. “As always.”

      “The important part here is even if I completely fail in my duty tonight as your sleep guardian, there’s no way you’ll be able to pull them all off.”

      “Sleep guardian?” Trigg’s eyebrows rose, and his voice spiked with alarm. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “What?” Terryn frowned. “It’s nothing. I just made it up, unless you’d rather call me your nurse. ’Cause, you know, that’d work, too.” She covered her lips with her hand and giggled.

      “Oh. Okay. Sorry, didn’t mean to yell,” Trigg muttered and tugged on the plastic pad stuck on his temple. When it didn’t move, his lips, accentuated by his gaunt cheeks and his pale skin, pulled back into a satisfied smile. “I don’t think I could rip these off now when I’m awake, let alone asleep!”

      “Good!” Terryn gave him an answering smile, but inside her heart ached. Her throat tightened. Six months ago, Trigg’s cheeks would have featured dimples when he smiled. Now they were invisible; he’d lost so much weight.

      Terryn had lost track of how many previous specialist visits, hospital stays, and failed medications they’d tried before his pediatrician suggested the sleep study. Three years ago, he’d been tentatively diagnosed with late-onset, atypical Kawasaki disease, because of his initial heart attack and ten-day fever that required a blood transfusion and extended hospital stay. However, since his night terrors were getting worse, the doctors thought it might be something else now.

      Tonight would be his third sleep study. The first two had been inconclusive. He’d gone berserk and ripped off the electrodes and attacked the sleep technician, Marsha. Generally, that’s what happened during his night terrors, no matter where he was or who was trying to calm him. Terryn was the exception. She was the only one who could reach his sleeping mind during the episodes and get him to calm down.

      If she’d been a normal sixteen-year-old, having so much responsibility would have made her nervous. But Terryn was not normal. Or at least she hadn’t been since Trigg’s first heart attack. That evening three years ago, something had changed in her, and by some super-sensitive mysterious ability since then, she’d always known when Trigg was in trouble. She called the sensation the twin tug. The feeling, like a weight in the bottom of her stomach, worsened when he was having a night terror. She believed it was related to why only she could calm him during his dreaming episodes. They had become so bad that, two years ago, they were relocated from their foster family to the Catholic Charities Children’s Home.

      Tonight is the night for results. I will keep him still and finally get some answers. Terryn’s throat unclenched, and she breathed. Trigg watched, his head tilted as if he suspected her secret. She’d never told anyone, not even Trigg, about the tug, for fear of causing her own parade of doctor visits. She couldn’t help him if she was dealing with her own stuff. Besides, she believed they were linked. Fix Trigg, and her own pain would go away.

      “What are you thinking?” he asked. His long dark hair flowed down his neck and curled above his shoulders.

      “Tonight is the night for results,” she repeated out loud this time, feeling as if she were talking as much to herself as Trigg. “Between the two of us, we’ll keep those pads on and, by morning, get the answers to make you well again.”

      And then, once you’re better, maybe the twin tug will stop and this medical nightmare will all be over. Terryn carefully pressed her stomach, testing the muscles. No pain, yet.

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Trigg said. He looked down at his hands. “I’m glad you’re here. I don’t think the nurse likes me.” He laughed again but with a self-conscious edge.

      “She could be nicer . . .” Terryn agreed, remembering how rude the curly-haired technician had been earlier when they checked in. If only she’d listened to me the first two times, when I wanted to stay. Instead, the woman had brushed Terryn off with an air of medical superiority Terryn had become all too familiar with the past few years. Medical professionals are all the same.

      “Why so serious?” Trigg drolled when he saw Terryn’s frown. Joker’s line from her favorite movie caused a slight smile to flicker at the edges of Terryn’s mouth. In a total brother move, he launched a pillow at Terryn’s face.

      “Hey!” She grinned. Snagging it out of the air—thanks to her many years of kickboxing training—Terryn feigned throwing it back at him. He flinched, hand raised, and then smiled when he realized it was still in her hands. Terryn hugged the pillow. It smelled faintly of bleach and clean. She fled to the couch and sat next to a second pillow and folded blanket. A third pillow hit her head. She flinched and it ricocheted to the floor.

      “Got you!”

      The impact, though soft, dislodged something inside Terryn. She felt happy. Trigg looked happy. His wide smile was at odds with the medical equipment hooked to him and the gray papered walls of the hospital room.

      I want more moments like this, she realized. Fun moments, just hanging with Trigg. Normal moments, not in a sleep clinic or doctor’s office. All the fear, all the uncertainty, stress, and sadness that she’d been carefully regulating swelled to the front of her mind. Demanding to be seen. Clutching the first pillow to her chest, Terryn buried her face in its soft edge and fought back tears.

      “Oh, it didn’t hurt that bad,” Trigg scoffed.

      Peeking over the pillow’s edge, Terryn narrowed her eyes. Seeing the look on her face, Trigg sobered and returned her gaze, leaning his elbows on the bed’s thin comforter.

      “Ter! This is no time to cry,” he said, his voice soft. “We got this. It’s no worse than anything else we’ve faced.”

      Terryn nodded, not trusting her voice. Nothing about their sophomore year had gone the way she planned. Nothing about their life was great, but at least they’d always had each other. Unlike some of the other kids in the Children’s Home. They sat for a few moments in silence.

      Sometimes you care about someone so much, spoken words aren’t needed. You just look at each other and you know. Know what they’re thinking, what they’re feeling. And, when you’re close like Trigg and me, you know what not to say. Because saying it out loud would be too real.

      No one really wanted to think about the fact that, in this big sea of humanity, every one of us is alone in their own heads.

      Then, without looking, Terryn grabbed a nearby pillow and side-armed it into Trigg’s face.

      “Go to sleep, little brother!”

      He saluted with a smile. “Yes, ma’am!” He grabbed the pillow and settled into the bed under her watchful eye.

      “Good night, Trigg. Sleep tight.” Terryn went to the door and flicked the light off.

      Trigg burrowed deeper under his blanket, shifting the electrode cords out of the way so he could pull it up to his chin. He yawned. “Don’t let my dreams bite.”

      “But when they do, I’ll always be right here beside you,” Terryn whispered into the darkened room and shut the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          

      

    

    







            The Night Terror

          

        

      

    

    
      Trigg opened his eyes. He was not in the bed at the sleep clinic but standing on some sort of bronze-colored metal plate. Glowing fog swirled around him. It gave off enough light for Trigg to see a dozen feet in all directions. The air smelled dank and dry, despite the mist. He sneezed.

      I am dreaming.

      The surrounding ground was dirt, parched and cracked like a Midwest cornfield in August. But instead of rows of corn, there were rows of people. They stood, as if planted on their own metal plates. They swayed in silence, out of sync as if each were lost in the rhythms played by their sleeping minds. Except him. He felt very much awake.

      This is my night terror.

      He knew it wasn’t a normal dream or nightmare because that hazy quality of normal dreams remembered upon waking was missing.

      This was different.

      His awareness was sharp, electrified by the adrenaline coursing through his veins. The smells and colors of the people’s clothes seemed so real, vivid—even more real than he remembered from before. Before? Have I been here before? The thought slipped through his consciousness like an eel through water, leaving behind a trail of slimy familiarity.

      I’ve dreamed this before.

      He scanned the silent dreamers and came to his next realization. Not everyone was human. Monsters and fantastical creatures were mixed among the humans. Some had goat horns. Some had insect wings. Others stood a dozen feet tall. Others barely reached Trigg’s waist. Some had their eyes closed. Others, their eyes were open but lost in the glassy gaze of sleep. On each sleeper, a semi-transparent network of tentacles extended from the fog and connected to their temples.

      It was an alarming sight made more so by the premonition that slithered down his spine. This is called a sleeper field. How he knew that, he didn’t know any more than he knew how he’d gotten there. He had just been in bed, not his usual bed, but his sister had been there.

      What is her name? His memory conjured up the image of her face, blue eyes, framed by golden hair. A moment passed and then the name returned. Terryn.

      Her name evoked a patchwork of memory. He was sick. She was his protector. For tonight. Something important was happening tonight. She was his guardian.

      Guardian!

      More patchwork memories. This time from past night terrors. A tower on a glacier. Flying with a man-bat. A woman wanted to kill him. A camp in the woods. She called herself a guardian.

      Guardians are bad in this place. I need to run.

      Something wet brushed his ear. Trigg ducked. The bronze pad beneath his feet clanked like a dull drum. Above his head, pale, misty tentacles prodded the air, seeking like blind worms. He blocked the entity with an upraised hand. Its touch felt like an ice pack with razor blade teeth. It latched onto his wrist and the pain sent an uncontrollable stab of dread through him. If that fog thing plugged him back into the plate, something terrible would happen. He refused to be captured.

      A song with words sprang from his mouth in an unconscious reflex: “Custodibus initium.”

      A silver light erupted from his hand, vibrating his palm down to his elbow. Both he and the fog creature recoiled as if struck by lightning. His hand burned. That was freaky. He examined his hand, which looked normal, but felt sunburnt. He didn’t remember that happening in a dream before.

      Then he was zigzagging through the field of sleeping beings. Confused and scared, he tried to sort through his pieces of memories from previous night terrors, but it was too overwhelming. What was clear was he needed to escape the sleeper field. Only then would he find what he needed to know.

      In the distance, an alarm blared. He flew through the rows filled with fairy-tale creatures and humans. Hands, wings, paws, all controlled by the fog monster, reached for him as he passed. He twisted from their grasp. None moved from their platforms. One minotaur creature gripped his shirt sleeve. Trigg’s hands glowed again. He twisted and pulled the creature from the platform. Its deep brown eyes unglazed, blinked with cognizant surprise, and then the creature vanished.

      Trigg, caught off balance, tripped and fell. Gasping for breath, he landed on his knees next to the platform. This close he saw nine spiral galaxies engraved on its surface. One galaxy glowed and then faded.

      Another alarm blared through the fog ahead. Trigg jumped to his feet, searching for the source of the noise, breathing heavily. Ahead through the fog, an engine roared to life, and vehicle headlamps ignited and advanced down the row toward him. The fog obscured the vehicle, but its murky silhouette looked like a four-wheeler.

      “Wait, sleeper! You are dreaming a dangerous dream,” the driver, a shadowy figure, shouted from behind the headlights’ glare.

      Trigg ran. He zigzagged between the sleeper rows. The driver revved the engine. The tires crunched the dry dirt as it sped closer. Trigg resisted the urge to look behind him. His feet thudded. He pumped his arms and lifted his knees. His heart pounded, causing a dull ache in his chest.

      The strange sleeping forms swayed as if sensing his passing. He lost track of how many rows he crossed. Dozens? A hundred? His breath grew ragged. Sneaking a glance behind him, he saw the vehicle was still several rows away and heading in his general direction. Trigg bowed his head and leaned into his stride. As the ache in his chest turned into jabbing pain, a massive wall of white loomed above in the fog ahead. At first, he thought it was a wall of fog, but as he approached, its riveted, milky texture became clear.  A glacier blocked his path, extending right and left and upward like a city block of glittering skyscrapers made of ice. Scattered sparkles, thrown by the vehicle’s headlights, and also streetlamps installed along its base, illuminated the enormous feature.

      Trigg veered right, putting the glacier on his left and the sleeper field on his right. His pace slowed, and pain ripped down his sides. A hundred meters ahead, a debris pile of ice chunks lay scattered at the base of a broken light. A large ice chunk must have recently slid off the glacier and broken it. The resulting darkness was the best place he’d seen to hide. Ignoring his ragged breathing, he picked up his pace. When he reached the shadowy pile, he veered off the path and crouched behind it.

      A minute later, the four-wheeler sped by without slowing. Trigg glimpsed two figures riding it, dressed in armor and wearing swords. After its engine noise faded into the fog, Trigg slumped against an ice boulder and took several deep breaths.

      He remembered dreaming this before. Some nights they’d caught him and plugged him back into the fog monster. Other times, he’d escaped.

      But how? He examined his surroundings in the dim light. Ice chunks and rocks of varying sizes spread around him. The resulting debris seemed to have been caused by more than just a chunk, but a landslide. Slipping and sliding to the foot of the glacier’s wall, he discovered a natural path up the cliff. He began to climb. The terrain was ice-covered and rough, but he found stable footing on the rocks embedded in the ice. His gut told him to go higher. If he had a chance at escaping, he needed to be up on top of the glacier.

      After almost thirty minutes of climbing, Trigg pulled himself over the final ledge and reached the top. He doubled over, hands on his knees. His icy breath plumed around his face. He wished for a coat. Even better, a door he could open and end up back home like Alice, he thought ruefully. But this was no Wonderland. He saw only the flat icy top of the glacier spread before him, a frozen, flat desert. Every pebble glistened like glazed crystal. Up here, there was no mist, and he could see in all directions. Above, three moons hung in a dark, starry sky.

      Below, the foggy sleeper field extended for miles. Multiple vehicle headlights bounced through the mist toward the base of the glacier. The alarms still blared. Multiple voices shouted. He could barely make out the words, carried by the wind.

      “Where did the sleeper go?”

      “This way. Check the glacier path.”

      “Southside is clear.”

      A hundred feet away, a tall tower sculpted from white stone rose from the glacier. Large picture windows wrapped around its peak and glowed yellow. A wrought-iron balcony encircled them like a black collar. On the balcony stood a dark-haired warrior. Trigg recognized her from his patchwork memory. She held the railing and searched the sleeper field below, as if looking for the reason for the alarms. She wore leather and steel armor that shone in the moons’ light. Dark hair coiled past her shoulders in a thick braid. A sword latched to her belt, sheathed in silver. Above her shoulder, the top of a silver bow glinted.

      Then, her gaze found him. Even though Trigg couldn’t clearly make out her expression, he got the impression she laughed when she spotted him. She raised a silver horn to her lips and blew a long, clear note. The signal spurred the vehicles below into a coordinated formation that, Trigg guessed, would bring them to the top of the glacier.

      Crap! I’m an idiot for standing out in the open, Trigg thought. He frantically searched around. The vast frozen field of sparkling ice provided no cover. But there was nowhere to go where she wouldn’t see.

      Suddenly, a deep voice called out from the sky. “Trigg! Up here!”

      A large, dark shape with bat wings hovered above him, silhouetted by the three moons hanging in the liver-colored sky. The creature glided closer, rocking back and forth as it descended. Its body looked human, but its skin was dark red. Instead of feet, it had large clawed paws. It wore jean cut-offs, but no shirt covering his muscular stomach. Its wingspan spread thirty feet across.

      The creature dived toward Trigg. At the last moment, it pulled up using its dark crimson wings and hovered above Trigg. It extended its hand.

      “Grab on!” the creature said, its voice full of intelligence, its mouth full of sharp teeth.

      A trio of vehicles gunned their engines as they reached the top of the glacier. Trigg’s patchwork memories of past dreams didn’t include this scenario, but the gargoyle’s outstretched hand seemed more welcoming than the soldiers’ words from earlier. Feeling as if he had nothing to lose, he seized the man-bat’s hand. His shoulder wrenched as the creature swung him onto its back in one smooth motion. A braided net of leather rope hung down the creature’s back. Trigg grabbed it and secured his feet in its loops that seemed designed for that. His shoulder hurt, but that was the least of his worries.

      “How do you know my name?” Trigg asked.

      “Comes with the job description, Earth boy.” The man-bat whooped. “Name’s Barnabus. Nice to meet you again.”

      “Again?”

      “No time to explain,” Barnabus said. He flapped his leathery wings and launched into the air. “Now it’s time to fly.”

      They rose higher into the starry sky. Trigg felt the tug and pull of the creature’s muscles beneath him. The feeling reminded him of riding a horse. He glanced back toward the tower. The woman wasn’t laughing anymore. She balanced on the railing, bow drawn. A breath later, an arrow whooshed past Trigg’s head and disappeared into the dark. Trigg ducked. As if it would protect me from an arrow that had already flown past, he thought wryly.

      The woman released a second arrow. It sliced toward them through the cold air. This time Trigg was ready.

      “Watch out!” He called.

      The man-bat tipped sideways. The braided rope burned Trigg’s hands, but he hardly noticed. The arrow was on a path to hit the gargoyle’s wing. Before he could yell another warning, the arrow rebounded a foot from the wing as if hitting an invisible wall. Golden cracks spiderwebbed from the point of impact and encircled Trigg and the creature in a golden globe, then faded.

      “What was that?” Trigg shouted.

      “A web shield,” the man-bat called. “Pray she does not shoot a third. It won’t work again.”

      “What do you mean?” Trigg asked, but it was too late.

      The third silver arrow blossomed through his chest. He grabbed the shaft with both hands. That’s funny. It doesn’t hurt. His vision blurred and he slumped forward. I’m cold.

      “Trigg? Trigg! Not again!” He heard Barnabus’s voice as if through a long tunnel.

      This can’t be happening. This is just a dream. His knees relaxed and he lost his grip. His stomach flipped into his throat. He was going to fall.

      No! No! No! Mentally, he grasped the reins, but his hands wouldn’t respond. He couldn’t feel his fingers. Terror clouded his mind.

      You can’t die in a dream. Can you?

      His awareness narrowed to a single point in the black sky below his feet. A chasm had opened up, where fields had been moments ago. Churning dark clouds and lightning danced along its edges, a pit of eternal blackness. The stars were spinning. Someone was screaming. It was him.

      One last inhale, and he slipped from Barnabus’s back, and fell headfirst into the waiting abyss below.
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      Terryn stood in the clinic’s breakroom filling a coffeepot when Trigg began to scream. His yells ricocheted down the hallway. The expected pain from the twin tug laced through her midsection. She didn’t jump, didn’t jerk, didn’t turn off the faucet. Coffee would be a must for what she was about to face in more ways than one. She set the pot down with a silent curse and braced against the sink.

      “This is too soon, Trigg. I’m not ready.” Terryn exhaled the words with gritted teeth and breathed deeply. Her gut tugged toward her brother with an intensity that was almost supernatural and made Terryn feel like she was crazy. She only had to take one step in the right direction, toward his room—just a few doors down the hall—and the pain would ease.

      Terryn gripped the sink, locked in the paradoxical grip of the twin tug, wanting to go to Trigg, but unable to move because of the pain.

      Trigg screamed again. Another spasm rippled through Terryn’s abdomen. She ran through an exhausted prayer filled with words she would never utter aloud. Her knuckles turned white.

      No! she yelled internally at the pain that rooted her to the floor. Let me go. I need to go to him.

      Terryn tightened her stomach muscles into a knot.

      The first time the twin tug had happened was during Trigg’s first heart attack three years ago. The ER doctor had said he would have been brain-dead if she hadn’t found him. He, and everyone else, had assumed a twin’s intuition had sent her into the high school boys’ bathroom.

      She’d told no one the truth: the twin tug dragged her into the stall. If she didn’t follow its lead, the pain grew exponentially until she either blacked out or acquiesced. Comparatively, this current pain level was bearable. When the pain was bad, like the first time, it felt like being pulled by a tornado of glass shards. This time felt as if someone were pulling her intestines through her belly button with a rope. One cut compared to thousands. Nauseating, but bearable—if she could make herself move.

      Trigg screamed again. Dampness pricked the corners of Terryn’s eyes.

      I will not cry.

      She breathed for a slow count of five. Focusing on the sound of the running faucet water helped her relax her shoulders. Then, with a simultaneous exhale-sniff, she loosened her grip on the sink, swiped the moisture from her eyelids in a practiced motion, and tucked her blonde hair behind her ears. The pain felt like a weight wrapped around her stomach, but Terryn forced her shoulders and back to straighten.

      I can do this. One more night. I’ve got to push through and get to him before he rips off the electrodes.

      Terryn exhaled. Then, she blinked, focusing her blue eyes on the off-white tiled backsplash. The cold, fluorescent lights overhead aligned like regimented soldiers on the drop ceiling and projected a muted reflection of herself on the shiny tile. Dark circles accented her eyes and made her look older than just sixteen.

      Another round of yells pierced the air. The twin tug intensified, but this time she expected it.

      I’m coming, Trigg. I’m trying. She forced herself to move through the pain and took a step and then another. Just then, the sleep technician rushed into the kitchen. Her plastic name tag pinned to her pressed, purple scrubs, read, “Marsha.”

      “There you are! What are you doing?” The older woman shook her finger at Terryn, leaning her extra six inches of condescending height over her. The harsh light accentuated the tight wrinkles pinching her brown eyes. Terryn wasn’t sure if the lines were a natural response to Trigg’s screams or frustration at needing a mere teenager’s help getting him under control.

      Probably both.

      “You should be in Trigg’s room at all times. Weren’t you listening when I told you we normally don’t allow family to stay with patients? You’re only here on the condition that you stay in his room. Not wander all over the clinic.”

      “Excuse me,” Terryn snapped. She shut off the water with more force than necessary. She left the half-filled coffeepot on the counter with a twinge of regret. “Maybe if he hadn’t had to repeat this stupid test three times already, this wouldn’t even be a thing.” She brushed past Marsha and out into the hall, her pain easing with each step closer to Trigg.

      “I am really sorry—” Marsha started to say as she followed behind Terryn, but Terryn didn’t want to listen to her insincere apology.

      “Forgive me for assuming that since I am doing your job, I might get some of the perks like going to the bathroom and getting a drink.” As she spoke, Terryn realized her hand clutched her stomach. The feeling helped her control the pain of the tug. Marsha noticed, too, and frowned. To avoid probing questions, Terryn quickly asked, “Who’s the doctor du jour this time? Does he know this is two hours earlier than normal?”

      Her tone carried more frustration than Terryn meant, but she didn’t want her secret discovered. It shouldn’t be possible to be in so much pain but feel so numb. Advocating for Trigg, being angry for him, was the only way she could feel something, anything, without being angry for reasons she shouldn’t, like the tug and his night terrors. She knew they weren’t his fault.

      “Of course, Dr. Miller knows.” An aggravated frown creased Marsha’s features. “Don’t they teach you kids manners at that Catholic Children’s Home of yours?”

      “Manners?” A mixture of rage and hurt threatened to overwhelm Terryn. She kept her face carefully neutral, a skill honed by years in the orphanage. Trigg’s door came into view ahead. Just get to the door, Terryn told herself.

      Marsha’s lips tightened. She tilted her head and raised both eyebrows. She clearly expected an apology.

      Terryn’s anger grew. How dare this woman insult Sister Rachel, and then expect me to apologize. For what? Existing?

      They reached Trigg’s door and the twin tug pain was all but forgotten. But now Terryn grappled with a different kind of hurt. She’d long given up any hope of someone adopting her and Trigg. What family wanted to welcome two teenagers into their home? Let alone, one with a mysterious illness and tons of medical bills. Their most recent foster home hadn’t worked out after Trigg had attacked their eight-year-old son during one of his first night terrors. Terryn could hardly blame them. His name was Noah, and Terryn had liked him. He’d tried to wake Trigg, but the thing about night terrors is the person can’t be woken up. Terryn cringed remembering Noah’s pale face in the ER as he waited for X-rays, his arm hanging limp.

      What would they have done without Sister Rachel? She’d arrived and shepherded her and Trigg back to the Children’s Home. Like she had the other times their foster home hadn’t worked. Through everything, Sister Rachel had been there. She was an absolute saint in every sense of the word. She was staying the night at the Super 8 across the road, ready in case she was needed. Terryn had no plans to bother her. There was no reason for Sister Rachel to worry. Over hurt feelings that couldn’t be hurt. Over things that couldn’t be changed. Over finding time to teach manners.

      As if that would actually fix all my problems. Some people.

      Terryn took a breath to control her rising anger.

      It’s fine. She doesn’t know, Terryn told herself. Notching her anti-sass filter up to subtle insolence, she replied, “Our caseworker has been busy teaching me how to”—Terryn pantomimed air quotes—“‘navigate the health care system’ so she must have forgotten that lesson. Sister Rachel will be here for our wrap-up meeting with the doctor du jour in the morning, so you can remind her then.” Terryn smiled with gritted teeth.

      “Don’t test me, young lady,” Marsha scoffed. She flipped her brown hair over her shoulder. “I will have a word with her. Someone as young as you has no business overseeing the medical care of a patient—no matter the relation.”

      “Good thing it’s not up to you then,” Terryn responded.

      “Good thing,” Marsha deadpanned, her tone implying the opposite. She reached over Terryn’s shoulder and slid a smart chart from the plastic tray hooked to the faux wood door. As she withdrew, Terryn caught a glimpse of the words typed on the screen: “Possible Kawasaki Disease. Terrors of unknown cause. Cardiovascular risk.”

      “You still don’t know what’s wrong with him, do you?”

      For the first time, Marsha looked at Terryn directly. Her voice softened. “I’m not a doctor, so I couldn’t say. Dr. Miller is doing his best to help. Kawasaki disease is difficult to manage on recurrence. Plus, Trigg’s symptoms are . . .” Marsha let the thought hang and then continued, her voice firmer. “Well, tonight’s results, if we get them, will give us a better understanding of Trigg’s night terrors. Good night, Ms. Lofton.”

      With a swish of her scrubs, Marsha left.

      “I’ll believe that in the morning,” Terryn muttered at her retreating back. She had heard similar promises before. Promises that she no longer believed.

      Marsha disappeared through an adjacent door. Inside that room, Terryn knew Marsha and whichever doctor was on night duty monitored Trigg’s breathing, heartbeat, and brain activity on an elaborate four-screen display. On the fourth screen would be the video feed livestreaming Trigg’s sleep patterns. The setup gave Terryn the 1984 heebie-jeebies, but it was supposed to help . . . except it hadn’t. Nothing had, in the three years since his first night terror, in the six months since the second heart attack, in the three weeks since visiting a psychologist.

      Careful not to cause excess noise, Terryn opened the door to Trigg’s room. The tug no longer hurt her midsection, but she still hurt. Marsha’s attitude was one she’d come to expect, but not accept.

      Trigg screamed as she entered, catching her off guard. Partially because it wasn’t accompanied by her pain. Partially, because she could tell by his voice that he was more upset than normal. She shouldn’t have stopped to argue with Marsha. He’s getting worse. The thought stung. The fear of not doing enough—being enough—was too much to bear. Resisting the urge to curl up into the fetal position on the floor, she forced herself to keep moving and focus. Help Trigg tonight. Get the test results. Do the best you can, and it will be enough, she told herself. As she stepped into the dim room, she added, and Trigg will get better.

      On the bed, Trigg whimpered and tossed. The weak streetlight shone through the open curtains and splashed a yellow pattern on the stiff carpet. Deeper in the room, a red glow filled an upper corner where the camera watched.

      The air was warm but not stuffy. Trigg’s cover was thrown back, and the sheet twisted around his legs. He clutched one corner in a death grip while his hips rocked back and forth. He moaned low, and the sound tugged at her heart like the electrodes taped to his cheeks and chest. Wires from the electrical equipment fell across the covers like a crooked rainbow of grayscale spaghetti. They connected to an electric control box on the end table. Every few seconds, the white lights on the box blinked across the bed.

      Sweat slicked back Trigg’s wavy, chin-length hair, and his glazed blue eyes stared at the ceiling, unseeing. Terryn leaned over the room’s narrow couch, which doubled as her bed, and opened the window. A summer night breeze dusted her arms with goose pimples.

      “Nooo!” Trigg crescendoed the word into a yell. He bolted up and scooted against the headboard, eyes open, but staring into nothingness. Terryn hurried to the bed, leaving the curtains open. Trigg rattled off a long stream of gibberish. It sounded lyrical in a harsh way. She could almost believe it was a language if that were possible. The mattress creaked as she sat on its edge. Trigg moaned again and began rocking.

      “Hey, Trigg. It’s Terryn. I’m here. Shh!” Terryn grabbed his shoulder gently to steady his movement. “It’s okay. You’re okay.”

      Trigg’s white undershirt was hot and damp. He curled his shoulders into his chest. He rocked once, twice more, and then slowed enough to hunch over and whimper into his palms.

      “The guardian. She shot me! Someone, please help!” His hands muffled his voice.

      “Trigg, I’m here, helping. Just hold still.”

      Terryn wrangled the sheet from around his waist and tossed it aside. She wished the feeling of helplessness that wound around her muscles was as easy to discard. Free of the sheet, Trigg sank into the pillows.

      Satisfied he wasn’t going to bolt out of bed, Terryn went into the bathroom and, keeping an eye on Trigg through the open door, ran cold water over a hand towel. She bowed her head in the dark and let the water run over her wrists. It was a trick Sister Rachel had taught her to cool down when she couldn’t sleep. The Children’s Home couldn’t afford air-conditioning until recently thanks to a generous gift from an anonymous benefactor. Terryn let herself have one more moment.

      The room door clicked open. Light from the hallway flooded the entryway and the bathroom. Terryn squinted. Marsha’s shadowed figure stopped in front of the open bathroom door.

      Quickly turning off the water, Terryn wiped her hands on her yoga pants. “Psst. In here,” she whispered, coming to the door. “What are—”

      As Marsha turned toward her, Trigg’s moaning escalated to a howl of fury.

      “Halt!” Trigg snarled. “Custodibus initium.” He bolted out of bed, his hair swinging in a silhouetted wave as his eyes trained on the figure in the doorway. The sleep sensors disconnected with plastic pops. Alarms blared from the machines. Then, he charged toward Marsha, galloping on all fours. As he moved, Terryn froze in horror for a microsecond. The vacant look of anger etched on Trigg’s face, his twisted lips, and creased forehead made him seem more animalistic than human. Seeing him like that hurt more than a hundred twin tugs.

      That’s not my brother.

      Then, she jumped in front of the sleep tech. Trigg slammed into Terryn. With a grunt, she caught him around the waist and restrained his lunging body. He tried to claw his way up her like an angry cat. She pinned his arms and threw all her skill from two years of kickboxing classes into keeping her weight centered to stop him.

      Turning her mouth to his ear, she hummed their mother’s lullaby. It was the only remaining memory they had of her even though the words were forgotten.

      Trigg stopped lunging. He straightened and stilled. Head cocked, he listened. After a moment, he began swaying back and forth in time with the song. The sight of him was beyond creepy, but Terryn was used to it, glazed eyes and all. She took his hand and firmly led him away from Marsha toward the bed. He followed without resistance.

      Once Trigg was back in bed, Terryn looked over her shoulder and saw Marsha still frozen in shock. Her shadow fell like a black wedge along the carpet. She shook herself and then crept to Terryn’s side. She whispered, “An electrode came loose. Can you?” She gestured vaguely at the rumpled bed.

      Terryn, still humming, nodded. She wanted to scream with frustration. Why couldn’t the woman have just knocked? Terryn had everything under control until she’d barged in, and now there were six or so electrodes that needed reconnecting instead of the one or two. She heaved an annoyed sigh.

      Trigg lay curled on top of the blanket, muttering to himself. Eyeing him, Marsha backed up and tucked her hands behind her back.

      Still singing, Terryn fumbled around him in the sheet and fished the devices out by their cords. By the time she got them reattached to the corresponding pads on Trigg’s forehead and chest, Marsha had made her escape. The door was closed and the room dark once again.

      So much for manners, Terryn thought as she finished the third repetition of the lullaby. The wrinkles had smoothed out of Trigg’s forehead, and he lay on his back, looking up at the ceiling, unseeing but calm. Fighting a yawn, Terryn headed back to the bathroom to re-wet the washcloth.

      She spent the next fifteen minutes wiping Trigg’s forehead and wrists. Intermittently, she calmed his outbursts by talking—whether her conversations were an attempt to reach his sleeping consciousness or to distract herself from his unseeing eyes, she didn’t know. She rambled about the upcoming new school year and the new horror flick they were going to sneak into with Ryan and Ava that weekend—the last Saturday night of the summer.
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        * * *

      

      By midnight, Trigg regained consciousness enough to mumble, “Hey.” Then after two slow blinks, he drifted into a deeper, but normal, sleep.

      Terryn crashed on the couch. Her sleep didn’t last long. Trigg had more night terrors around 1:30 a.m. and again just after 4:00 a.m. They each lasted twenty minutes. He’d bolt up, eyes open but unseeing, and scream. He’d then thrash and scream more. Sometimes, he cried in fear or yelled fake words. Most often the only words Terryn understood were guardian and cold. In one night terror, it sounded like he said man-bat. For some reason, that term scared her more than the others. He’d never said something like that before, which confirmed her suspicion. The dreams were getting worse.
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            Towers of Stone and Ice

          

        

      

    

    
      Trigg opened his eyes. He stood on a bronze metal platform surrounded by billowing fog. Terror spiderwebbed down his spine and spun a web of dread in his stomach. Something terrible had just happened, but he couldn’t remember. He took a breath. The air smelled dank and dry. Then, as quickly as it’d come, the feeling faded.

      This is a dream.

      The surrounding dirt was parched and cracked like the Midwest cornfields he’d grown up playing in with Terryn.

      Terryn. My sister. I’m supposed to do something for her. She needs something.

      Other creatures, not all human, stood on their own platforms. They formed rows like a cornfield that spread out around him for as far as he could see through the fog. Here and there, a creature flickered and disappeared from its platform. A few moments later, another would reappear.

      What is this place? I don’t belong here.

      He stepped from the platform and vomited.

      Headlights flicked on in the fog ahead. “Stop, sleeper! You are dreaming a dangerous dream.”

      A large searchlight swept toward him. Trigg swallowed his nausea and bolted ahead through the rows. As he ran, the feeling that he’d been here guided his steps. He turned left, instinctually knowing this was the way to go. Soon, he reached a glacier. A tower rose from its top into the foggy gray sky. He found a path and climbed upward as guards riding four-wheelers zipped by below. Déjà vu coiled around his spine as he traversed the icy path. Once at the top, he made his way across a frozen field to the tower where a warrior woman he recognized from previous dreams sounded an alarm. She scared him and he started to run.

      A gargoyle flew down from the night sky, introduced himself as Barnabus and rescued him. While they flew away, the woman shot three arrows at them. Terror locked Trigg’s throat when the arrows started flying, but Barnabus acted as if he’d expected them. His web shield blocked the first two. Then, he dodged, and the third one barely missed.

      “You’re safe now,” Barnabus said after the third arrow disappeared into the dark. “We’re too far for her to fire another.”

      Trigg exhaled, releasing tension along his shoulders, and raised his head. For a moment, a memory of falling into the stars overwhelmed him. He tightened his grip on the netting and steadied himself by focusing on the horizon ahead.

      “Thank you,” he responded even though a feeling of dread jostling in the pit of his stomach threatened to make him hurl. Nothing bad happened, he told himself, trying to calm down. Except he couldn’t shake the feeling that something had happened. He double wrapped the braided net of leather rope around his wrists to reassure himself he wouldn’t fall.

      “We’re heading to camp now. Hang on tight and we’ll be there soon,” Barnabus said.

      They flew faster now above the sleeper field, which was miles bigger than Trigg had expected. Below them, more armor-clad soldiers covered the hilltops around the sleeper field. Some carried torches, and others sat on what looked like converted four-wheelers. They shrank from view as Barnabus flew deeper into the strange land.

      Trigg wanted to ask questions, but they flew faster now, causing the wind to roar. The air was also freezing. Soon Trigg’s ears and nose grew numb. He wiggled his toes in his Converse and burrowed into the creature’s back. It radiated heat like a space heater, a welcome relief from the cold, even if the fur did smell like a musk ox.

      Trigg breathed a sigh of relief. He had escaped the sleeper field. Except that feeling of déjà vu that predominated this dream bothered him.

      What am I forgetting?

      The rocking motion of the creature’s wing muscles felt steady and reassuring, so he soon forgot his worry, distracted by the view. In the cloudless sky ahead, the three full moons bathed them in a silvery glow. A snow-covered forest spread below like a dark carpet. They continued over the forest for over half an hour until they came to a river. It twisted like a silver ribbon against the snowy ground. Barnabus turned and followed it north.

      Just as the silence and wing beats lulled Trigg to sleep, Barnabus’s flight slowed. Trigg jerked awake, afraid of falling. He clutched the rope, but his feet were attached in the foot loops. Off to Trigg’s right, the river split into two ribbons that curled into the distance. Barnabus began swaying back and forth to slow his speed in preparation for their descent. Trigg peeked over the creature’s shoulder. Closer to the ground, he could tell the trees were taller than redwoods. The snow on their green boughs sparkled in the moons’ light. Barnabus maneuvered toward an empty clearing the size of a football field.

      “Pay attention,” Barnabus said. “We’re about to cross the warding. First time we did that, you fell off, so watch your grip.”

      “First time?” Trigg said, his voice hoarse, and then the air rippled.

      Trigg ducked, tightening his grip on the braided rope. A warm sensation passed over Trigg like they’d flown through a warm shower. He gasped. A patchwork memory slipped into his awareness of seeing Barnabus from below while falling.

      Trigg shuddered, pushing the memory away. “Thanks for the warning!” he started, planning to ask more questions, but they died on his tongue. His mouth gaped at the sight that had magically appeared below them. Hundreds of tents and tall fires, each connected by stone paths, filled a large clearing. The fires illuminated the dark ground like a night lights map. As they descended, Trigg realized the tents were divided into groups of five to six tents around a campfire, and all the tent sections spiraled out into the clearing from the edge of a massive cliff face where another tower rose into the sky. Unlike the ice tower in the sleeper field, this one was made from black limestone. Archways lined the top platform.

      “That’s amazing!” Trigg blurted. “It’s like a secret base!” He’d always wanted to live in a secret camp, and this looked like it was out of one of his role-playing video games.

      Barnabus looked over his shoulder and smiled as if enjoying Trigg’s wonder.

      “Welcome to the Second Tower of Steffnunnar. You’re safe now, Earth boy. We just passed through the city wards.”

      “Where is this place?” Trigg asked.

      “Patience,” the man-bat replied. “Once we reach the tower, all will be explained.”

      They continued in silence, flying over an eclectic mix of stone and wooden cabins, teepees, and small hedge trees. Small campfires burned brightly in front of several buildings, which followed a maze of stone paths cut into the snow. A zoo of creatures surrounded each campfire. Some had green skin, and their heads were bald with no ears. Others had the heads of cows or the hind legs of goats. Some looked like goblins. Trigg thought he even glimpsed a small dragon at the edge of the town. He recognized a few creatures, like the giants with black beards, from the field where he’d seen similar creatures sleeping.

      It’s like my video game has come to life. “This is the coolest dream, ever!” Trigg exclaimed.

      “This isn’t a dream, Earth boy,” Barnabus said, his tone amused.

      He flapped his wings and sailed up to the top of the tower. He landed on a small landing pad between two of the archways. As he touched down, Barnabus went to all fours, allowing Trigg to easily dismount once he untangled himself from the rope harness. Barnabus stood and stretched. His height reached ten feet, and his wingspan was easily double that. The surrounding archways lining the top of the tower were twice as tall as Barnabus. With a quick flap, he folded his wings and squatted on his haunches. Even sitting, he still towered over Trigg.

      “Thanks for . . .” Trigg trailed off under Barnabus’s level stare. He had golden cat eyes and a square jaw. Two sharp lower canines peeked out from each corner of his snout. He radiated an animalistic power that, at first, intimidated Trigg. If the creature wanted to, he could easily crush Trigg’s skull. However, the creature had helped Trigg. He must not be as dangerous as he looked, Trigg hoped. So, pushing back his fear and uncertainty if the standard Earth greeting were appropriate for this strange place, he held out his hand.

      Barnabus smiled, exposing long canines, and completed the handshake.

      “Well met, Trigg,” he said. “I have now saved you nearly every night for this turn. If you come again tomorrow night, it will be one hundred nights.”

      Trigg’s jaw dropped. “What do you mean nearly every night?”

      The gargoyle scratched his head and looked away. “The other nights you bounced.”

      “Bounced?”

      “Yeah, since your physical body is still on your home world, Earth, in your case, and asleep. You are only here in spirit. If your spirit experiences a death-like experience, instead of dying you ‘bounce’ back into your physical body and wake up.”

      Trigg’s memory of falling off Barnabus mid-flight flashed through his mind. He shared the memory and finished by asking, “So was that one of the times I . . . bounced?”

      Barnabus scratched his head. “Yes, sorry about that. You were shot by one of De’nah Deborah’s arrows.”

      “That’s her name? The woman from the ice tower.”

      Barnabus nodded. “I’m sorry. I really did try to catch you.”

      “No harm, no foul.” Trigg tried to brush off his worry, but he couldn’t help feeling alarmed. “If my memories of being here before are all real, then that means each time I only died here. And not in my real life?”

      “Basically, but there’s always a risk you could die,” Barnabus continued. “When you bounce here in Imperious Nox, eventually, there comes a time when your spirit becomes too weak, and instead of ‘bouncing’ back into the third dimension, it falls into the dark beyond the ninth dimension.”

      “What is the ninth dimension?”

      “We call it the final dream.” He paused, muzzle open in thought.

      “And?” Trigg prompted, dreading the answer.

      Barnabus looked away and whispered, “Death.”

      Trigg gulped. “How long do I have until that happens?”

      “Look inside. How long do you think you have?”

      Barnabus’ golden eye-contact rocked Trigg to his heels. No doctor had ever asked him that, but it felt like the exact right question. The first time he’d had a heart attack, the tightness that had gripped his chest scared him. His vision had gone blurry with fear. If Terryn hadn’t miraculously appeared, he believed he would have died.

      “I wake up each day with the knowledge that it could be my last,” he told Barnabus. “I don’t want to be afraid anymore.”

      Barnabus clasped his shoulder and thinned his lips with determination.

      “You’ve been called, and I know who can help. Come, they’re waiting for you. Time to decide.”
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      Guitar strums prodded Trigg’s consciousness. His phone alarm played “Hurt” by Nine Inch Nails. Eyes closed, he lay in bed at the sleeper clinic. The electrodes gripped his temples, making his skin itch. The familiar chords washed over him. The air felt cold and smelled of fresh-cut grass. The distant whir of a lawn mower drifted through the open window.

      Trigg opened his eyes. Sunshine glowed from the edges of the closed blackout curtains above the couch where Terryn slept. Trigg scratched the skin around the electrodes. Terryn stirred, reached up, and pulled the cracked window closed. She snuggled back into her blanket. His phone lay on the table beside her. Silent.

      Something had changed in his night terrors last night. A prevailing mix of sadness and hope lingered at the edge of his consciousness. Something had different had happened, but he couldn’t remember what.

      He rubbed his temples harder and willed his memory to return. He thought a decision had been made. But by who and what did that mean? He was so tired of not having answers, of not understanding. He was so ready for all of this to be over, the sickness, the fear, the uncertainty.

      The door clicked open. “Good morning, good morning, good morning to you!” Sister Rachel’s voice sang across the room. Trigg flinched at her cheery tone. He didn’t want to be happy right now, but her voice carried a characteristic joyfulness that made it impossible. Marsha followed her into the room and tried to remove his electrodes. He smiled with Terryn after he removed them and told her she wasn’t welcome.

      At least Terryn gets it, he thought. Asking for help sucks. Then he launched a pillow at the door as Marsha closed it behind her. It was childish, but it felt satisfying. So did the warm water a few minutes later when he got into the shower. It slid down his shoulders and loosened the tension from the night terrors in his muscles. He inhaled the warm steam and tried again to summon the memory of his dreams. He remembered enough to know there’d been two or three dreams. One had been terrible, ending with a darkness that made him feel lost. The last one had ended better. He remembered waking up afterward and finding Terryn wiping his forehead with a damp cloth. Don’t know what I’d do without her, but there’s something to do with her that makes me sad. Come on, dream, what do I need to remember?

      Finally, he gave up and shut off the water. Toweling himself dry, he pulled on his favorite rock band shirt and black cargo shorts. He twisted his shoulder-length hair into a towel. Only Terryn remained in the room. He walked past her to the dresser, still focused on remembering his dream.

      “How’d you sleep?” Terryn asked as he reached the mirror and removed the towel from his head. His long hair fell around his shoulders like brown feathers.

      “Like crap. What’d you expect?” Trigg rubbed the towel through his hair and then tied it in a ponytail.

      “You yelled about something new this time. A man-bat?” Terryn tried to look at him through the mirror, but he avoided her gaze. Barnabus. The name floated into his awareness. Is that a creature I know from the dream? His mind remained silent. He wished he could kick himself and jar the memory loose.

      “We did it! The tests were successful. Aren’t you glad?” Terryn asked.

      Trigg shrugged. “Sure. I guess.” He knew he should feel excited, but he couldn’t. Not until he understood why he’d woken up with this lingering feeling of finality.

      “You guess? That’s not very festive.”

      Trigg spun to look his sister in the eye. He clenched his fist. She doesn’t know. Something is different, but I don’t want to worry her.

      “You’re right,” he started. “I’m not. Not really. It doesn’t matter what the results say. I’m never going to get better.”

      As the words spilled from his mouth, a wave of despair washed over Trigg. A message from his unconscious mind. The feeling of surety resonated in the deepest part of him. “There’s no cure,” he said. He wanted to cry and that made him angry.

      “You can’t know that,” Terryn shot back.

      Her doubt frustrated Trigg more. “I just do. Leave it at that.”

      “If you remember something, you should tell—”

      “No.” I can’t remember. I wish I could. “There’s nothing to tell. Just leave me alone.” Trigg grabbed his duffel bag from beside the couch and left. The guilt from yelling at Terryn followed him out into the hallway.

      I hate myself.

      He stalked down the hallway and found Sister Rachel and Marsha talking in the office. He went in and dropped his bag on a chair.

      “Trigg, I’m reviewing insurance paperwork with Marsha. It sounds like you may qualify for a clinical trial for a new drug that could help you sleep better.”

      “Great.”

      “It’s out east, so you’d have to leave St. Louis for a few weeks for treatment.”

      “Could Terryn come?”

      “It’s too early to tell. Let’s just get your application submitted first.”

      Trigg nodded, not really paying attention. His question had prompted a feeling of déjà vu.

      “Dr. Miller is almost ready to review your results. We’ll be in the center conference room if you want to head that way,” Marsha said. She pointed out the door and down the opposite hall.

      “Yeah, sure,” Trigg said and slung his bag over his shoulder.

      “Oh, leave that here,” said Sister Rachel as she took it from him and set it at her feet. “I’ve got to run to the van in a few. I’ll take it with me.”

      Trigg muttered his thanks and headed in the direction Marsha had pointed. He wandered down the nondescript brown halls until he came to the familiar conference room. It brought back unpleasant memories of his first two failed sleep tests.

      I am such a failure. He approached the doors with larger windows and saw a dark-haired woman sitting at the table in Dr. Miller’s normal spot.

      Is this someone new? he wondered. The dread that came every night before he fell asleep crawled down his spine. Sensing his stare, the woman looked up. Her chilly, cerulean gaze froze Trigg. A large white dot floated across her left eye, behind her pupil, then appeared in her right eye, moved behind her pupil, and disappeared.

      Where have I seen that before? This time his mind answered. The dream. I made a choice.

      A floodgate within his mind lifted. The memories of his dreams returned, sending chills up his spine and down his arms.

      Her name was De’nah Deborah. Trigg kneeled and clutched his temple. Vaguely, he sensed Terryn kneeling beside him, but he couldn’t focus on the present. The onslaught of his night terrors returning overwhelmed him.

      Waking up on the metal platform. Running through the dirt sleeper fields. Barnabus swooping down from the sky. Why yes, Terryn, I do know what a man-bat is. The next memory of silver arrows lodging in his chest stopped him from telling Terryn who Barnabus was. Trigg rubbed his head. The memories seemed so real, so vivid, and then he was there, reliving them just as they’d happened in his dream the night before.
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        * * *

      

      He followed Barnabus up a short staircase to the top of the black limestone tower where fauns wearing red livery guarded the entrance.

      The city fort spread out below the tower in three directions. Behind the walls, scrubby plains extended, broken up by a shining river that faded into a tall dark forest. A salty breeze blew at Trigg’s back from the fourth direction where an ombre teal sea stretched to the horizon. Neon lights dotted the waves striking the cliff base from which the tower rose. The roar of the waves echoed through Trigg. If he hadn’t already known this was more than a regular dream, the sound and salty smell of the ocean would have removed any doubt.

      Along the tower’s stone façade, stained-glass windows gleamed like watching eyes. Flames, carved from the black stone, flowed between the windows and crawled up the walls to a rotunda of glistening silver and gold archways. Exiting the stairs from the landing platform, Trigg and Barnabus found themselves beneath a majestic domed ceiling that mimicked the night sky outside, except with only two moons.

      “Welcome to the Second Tower of Steffnunnar,” said Barnabus, passing the guards and stepping out onto a mosaic floor. The colored tiles swirled in deep azure, emerald, crimson, and violet hues, making a tiled night sky with star-shaped mirrored tiles embedded throughout. In the floor’s center, the third moon was represented by a mirrored tile larger than a spread-eagle human. It reflected the rotunda’s painted ceiling of stars, comets, and galaxies.

      Two people stood at the edge of the Moon Mirror. The sea breeze whipped their cloaks and hair into the air, making it hard to see them fully. He followed Barnabus to them. As they got closer, Trigg saw one figure was a woman. The salty sea breeze pulled strands of her dark braid loose, streaming them around her face as if she were a wild woman. He took in her dark hair, silver armor visible between the folds of a royal blue cloak, and the bow and arrows stowed on her back. She was the same woman from the sleeper field who’d shot him.

      “You!” he yelled and charged past Barnabus, prepping to tackle her. Barnabus stopped him by lifting the back of his shirt with his wing talon.

      “Slow down, Trigg. She won’t hurt you,” the gargoyle said, his voice softened with sympathy.

      “But I want to hurt her.” Trigg pulled against Barnabus’s grip.

      The second figure stepped forward into view. Trigg stopped struggling. Shorter than the warrior woman, the figure was not human. Shorter, it had crinkled green skin with long ears and a protruding nose above two rows of jagged sharp teeth. The creature spread its lips as if amused by the idea of Trigg hurting the woman.

      “Especially not here,” the creature said. Its low voice identified it as male. He wore a fine cloth tunic of knee-length purple. An ax with finger grooves worn on its wooden handle hung from a leather belt. His clawed feet would not have fit any shoes Trigg had ever seen. They were splayed, bumpy, and green with manicured, yellow nails, which happened to be the same color as his cunning crocodile eyes.

      “Trigg.” Barnabus gestured toward the second figure. “Meet my commander, Murdoch, Hoard General of the Divided Army in the Zen’dareum Division. He’s going to explain what’s going on.”

      “Let’s move to the eighth gateway. It’ll be easier to explain if you can also see,” Murdoch replied.

      Trigg crossed his arms. Murdoch looked like a goblin and sounded like an uppity doctor. Two incredibly good reasons to proceed with caution. “I’m not going anywhere until someone explains why she is here.” Trigg pointed at the woman. “She killed me. With arrows!”

      “This is Commander De’nah Deborah from the United,” Murdoch responded. Barnabus spat on the ground. The goblin gave Barnabus a slight frown then continued talking. “I don’t like her, either, but since you were a sleeper in her sleeper field, then the treaty allows her certain rights.”

      “Which she’s only claiming because you’re from Earth!” Barnabus grumbled to Trigg.

      “Divided wretch,” Commander De’nah Deborah hissed under her breath. “You know not of what you speak. This child is foretold in the United prophecy. He and his sister—” She cut off.

      “Hey! What does this have to do with my sister?” Trigg demanded.

      “It’s just a bunch of United fanatism,” Barnabus said. “Ignore it.”

      Commander De’nah Deborah’s eyes bulged. “How dare you! God himself came down from the heavens and summoned a chosen few to guard, watch, or wander to prevent another Great Awakening.”

      Murdoch snorted. “That’s a load of fire brittle. God had nothing to do with it. Our ancestors were the warriors, the ones who figured out how to survive.”

      “Then how do you explain the Blight?”

      Murdoch waved his hand dismissively. “Minor detail. Where are your precious wanderers?”

      “Wandering, of course.” Deborah’s lips thinned.

      “And how many thousand years has it been since one has happened to stop by?”

      “Which is why this sleeper is so important. I will claim my rights.” Deborah rested a hand on a silver sword hilt that poked through her blue cloak.

      Murdoch raised his eyebrow. “Peace, mistress of the United scum. As you wish, but I also have rights. Leave my guest and his sister alone.”

      Deborah started.

      “Oh yes, we know about her, too. The gateways show all.” Murdoch waved a spotted green hand at the silver archway they’d reached and addressed Trigg. “This has everything to do with both you and your sister, Terryn.” As he spoke, a projection appeared in the closest archway as if it were a giant television set. The projected image showed him and Terryn the night before, talking in the sleep clinic as she put the electrodes on him.

      Trigg’s jaw dropped. “How is that possible?” He craned his neck up to get a better view of the image playing between the arch’s pillars.

      “This is a gateway. It allows us to see and travel into the other planets in the third dimension like Earth. This is especially helpful for our job as dream guardians.”

      “Killing people in their dreams seems like a very important job.” Trigg gave De’nah Deborah a side-eye.

      She stiffened. “You understand not of what you speak, child.”

      Barnabus placed a restraining paw on Trigg’s shoulder. “I get this is tough. I’ve been in your place before. It can be overwhelming, but dream guardians, including the United, have an important role in protecting sleepers from evil while they sleep. Believe it or not, we’re here to help.”

      “Fine, but she seems pretty evil to me.”

      “I am not evil,” said De’nah Deborah. “Long ago before the Great Awakening, there was only darkness. When God created the light, its purpose was to harness the darkness. They became two perfectly balanced forces, yin and yang.

      “But darkness is devious, and it found a way to slip into the minds of sentient beings and gain physical control. The Light had no way to protect itself, and darkness quickly consumed entire planets.”

      Deborah stopped and looked at Barnabus, as if asking his permission to continue.

      He took up the story. “It’s called the Blight, and five hundred years ago, it destroyed everyone in my home world, d’Mille Scopulos. I only escaped because I was here in Imperious Nox, completing my training to become a dream guardian.”

      “What happened?” Trigg asked.

      “Within weeks, the Blight infected all the sleepers on my planet. It consumed their spirits, the part of them that made them sentient and took control of their bodies.”

      Murdoch placed his right fist over his heart. “The Blight takes no prisoners. May their dreams live on.”

      A moment of silence enveloped the group. Then the goblin lowered his hand and continued, “The Blight is what we protect everyone in the Unbroken Universe from.” He flicked his left hand, which glowed briefly, and then the gateway screen changed to a view of Trigg having a night terror in the sleep clinic. Terryn sat next to him and wiped his forehead with a towel.

      Seeing himself, Trigg gaped. “Is that what’s happening right now on Earth?”

      “Yes.” Murdoch, Barnabus, and Commander Deborah all nodded.

      “That’s pretty trippy,” Trigg continued, “being awake here, but seeing myself still sleeping on Earth. How is that even possible?”

      “First, to understand how you’re here, you need to understand what actually happens when humans and other sentients sleep,” Murdoch said.

      As the goblin spoke, he raised his arms and flicked his wrists. The eight gateways lit up as if he’d flicked a switch to show images of multiple races—humans, elves, goblins, elemental beings, golems, fauns—asleep in their beds, dens, caves, treehouses, or whatever served as their sleeping quarters. Trigg felt as if he’d entered the start screen of a massively multiplayer online game.

      “As sentient beings, we are made up of our physical bodies, our minds, and our spirits,” Murdoch said, raising three clawed fingers. “When sentient beings sleep, their minds and spirits leave their bodies and travel to the fifth dimension and, specifically to the protection of the sleeper fields here in Imperious Nox. Once their minds are safely anchored to the bronze platforms via the fog, their spirits then travel on to the sixth dimension to dream.”

      “So any creature who dreams, when they sleep, a part of them comes here?” Trigg asked.

      “Yes, that’s correct,” confirmed Barnabus.

      “It’s the dream guardians’ job to guard everyone’s mind and spirit in both the sleeper fields and in the dream world,” De’nah Deborah said.

      “Why did you shoot me then?” Trigg crossed his arms.

      “It’s not personal,” De’nah Deborah retorted. “Any sleeper who leaves the protection of the sleeper field is bounced for their own protection.”

      “We do have some differences when it comes to what is the best way to protect the sleepers,” Barnabus added, his tone wry.

      “How is shooting a sleeper protecting them?” Trigg asked, addressing Commander Deborah with a frown.

      “It’s not,” Barnabus muttered.

      Commander Deborah gave Barnabus a pointed look. “It is.” Then she turned to Trigg. “Sleepers who try to leave the fields are most often possessed by the Blight. Making a sleeper wake up, by bouncing them back to the third dimension, is the quickest way to sever its connection to a sleeper.”

      “So, you thought you were helping?” Trigg said, not bothering to hide his skepticism.

      “I was protecting you,” De’nah Deborah retorted. “Bouncing uproots any evil inside of you by forcing you to wake up before it become permanent.

      “Bad dreams are another sign of the Blight trying to slip into a sentient being’s mind,” she continued. “It can also cause many mental illnesses like depression, paranoia, schizophrenia, and others.”

      “That does sound problematic,” Trigg conceded. He wasn’t sure what to think, but he could feel his frustration at De’nah Deborah lessen despite his desire to stay upset.

      “It is and was worse when the sleepers roamed freely in the fog,” Murdoch said. “A sleeper infestation could remain hidden until it was too late.”

      “After the Blight consumed d’Mille Scopulos, the sleeper fields were built,” Deborah said. “To prevent what happened to Barnabus’s planet from happening to another home world.”

      Trigg watched himself and Terryn in the gateway screen and then looked out to the horizon. He spun in a circle, feeling the sea breeze, hearing the waves crash below, smelling the salty air.

      “I don’t feel possessed. Why am I here?”

      “You are here because you are close to an important milestone that means you aren’t possessed, but instead are sick for another, more unusual reason,” answered Murdoch. “For 99 nights, you’ve woken in the fifth dimension. A sleeper possessed by the Blight doesn’t actually wake up here. Their body is possessed by the Blight while the sleeper’s mind has a bad dream in the sixth dimension.”

      “You’ve proven through your determined and consistent escape attempts that you have started the process of being a dream guardian, yourself,” said Barnabus.

      As the gargoyle spoke, the gateway’s camera-view tilted upward to show the fog above the sleeper’s heads where dream snippets of the corresponding sleeper below played. A giant pair of scissors chased one human being. A creature like Murdoch rode a spider in another. And a fairy-like creature flew between tree branches. In each scene, a warrior stood behind the dreamer, protecting it.

      “What does being a dream guardian mean?” Trigg asked.

      “Dream guardians are charged with guarding sentients while they sleep,” Murdoch replied. “The towers, the fields and the fog enable us to see everyone’s dreams, travel between the fifth and sixth dimensions in order to keep their spirits safe while they sleep.”

      “Like a guardian angel?” Trigg said.

      “Those exist, too, but they only protect your body. We protect the part of you that sleeps,” De’nah Deborah said.

      “That’s wild. Are all the myths truth then?” Trigg asked.

      “Probably,” Murdoch said and shrugged. “Depends on where you’re from. One world’s myth is another world’s truth.”

      Trigg opened his mouth to ask another question, but Barnabus cut him off. “Regardless, all sentient beings share a common thread of emotions: love, kinship, hope, greed, and fear. That’s the core of what it means to be sentient.”

      “Fear is different than the others,” said De’nah Deborah. “It’s a learned behavior caused by the Blight and varies by culture. What might be a nightmare about a spider to a human, for example, may for a goblin seem like an average dream taking care of its steed.”

      “Wow, that is really cool.” Trigg’s eyes widened. “Goblins use spiders as horses! That’s wild.”

      “Yes, certain clans are renowned for it,” Deborah said. “If you join the United, new guardians receive instruction in unbroken history and cultural classes. We can help you navigate all of this. You’ll be taught by the best scholars, not just from your sector, but the known universe.”

      “Or join the Divided and get hands-on, real-world experience from day one,” Murdoch stated. “You’ll meet the Ker’watz clan and its spiders and learn more from a fifteen-minute interaction with them than an entire book’s worth of learning.” He sneered.

      De’nah Deborah sniffed but remained silent.

      “Okay . . .” Trigg extended the word as he mulled that over. This society had rules and consequences just like at home. “Just let me get this straight. You sleep in the third, send your mind to the fifth, and your spirit dreams in the sixth dimension. What about the fourth dimension?”

      “Good question,” said Barnabus. He swiped a device Trigg hadn’t noticed before on his wrist. A holographic display blossomed in the air. Using his opposite claw like a stylus, Barnabus drew a glowing line on the display. “The first three dimensions are spatial: length, width, and depth.” Barnabus added a y-axis and then a z-axis to the first line. In the graph’s center, he colored a dot and then, from its center, began spiraling out like a snail shell using the first three lines as a guide. When he finished, he pointed at the spiral. “This is time. The fourth dimension.”

      “That matters to you because,” said Murdoch, “sentient beings must sleep. Your consciousness must connect to the fog in the sleeper field and then send your spirit into the sixth dimension to maintain your health.”

      “But, in your case,” said Barnabus, “that’s not what’s happening. Instead, your mind is not sleeping when it reaches the fifth dimension because it’s becoming a dream guardian. But at the same time, not sleeping makes you sick.”

      Trigg crossed the mosaic floor to the closest archway. It felt warm to the touch. “Sick how?”

      “It varies by individual,” Commander Deborah said. “Yet, the longer a sentient being goes without entering the dream dimension, the more severe the symptoms.”

      “Heart attacks?” Trigg swallowed, turning back to face the small group. Murdoch and Barnabus nodded.

      “You’re telling me that this is what’s causing my symptoms—not the Kawasaki disease?” he said and added, “Assuming you guys know about that because of these.” He pointed at the gateways.

      “Correct. You have the dream sickness,” Murdoch said. “Not Kawasaki disease.”

      “It’s officially called Sofandi’s Curse,” said Deborah. “The dur’dalis healers have studied it extensively.”

      “It has an actual name!” Trigg cried. Relief washed through his body as years of uncertainty and fear melted. He didn’t like the sound of a curse, but finally, someone had concrete answers. Even though they weren’t what he’d expected, having the certainty of a name was a welcome change to the wishy-washy qualifying tones of his doctors.

      “Do you know how to cure it?” Trigg asked. He bit his lip and looked at Barnabus, daring to hope.

      “Yes,” said Murdoch at the same time that Barnabus said, “No.”

      Conflicting emotions of hope and disappointment tightened Trigg’s chest. “What do you mean?”

      They exchanged looks and then Murdoch said, “Yes, there’s a cure. You must physically come to Imperious Nox. Stay in the third dimension, and you will always be sick. Journey to Imperious Nox, and the night terrors and your other symptoms will stop.”

      Hope bloomed in Trigg’s chest. There is a cure! I could be normal. Then the other part of what Murdoch said registered and disappointment surged.

      “You mean leave Earth?” Trigg frowned. “That’s impossible.” A twinge of anger threatened to cloud his vision. They’re messing with me.

      “Kid, you’re talking to a goblin and a gargoyle on top of a magical tower. Anything is possible.”

      “Right.” Trigg’s vision cleared; his breath loosened. They had him there, but he wasn’t sure about leaving. “What happens if I stay on Earth?”

      Murdoch examined his necklace of canine teeth. After a moment’s pause, Barnabus cleared his throat. He gave a meaningful look to Murdoch, who glared back and said, “You tell him. You’re the one who said no.”

      Barnabus heaved a sigh.

      “Once a sleeper passes the one hundred nights, their aura begins to crumble. It’s the life force that binds your spirit, mind, and body together so it’s important. If it crumbles, that means, uh . . . that you . . .” Barnabus trailed off and scratched the back of his head.

      “For Putneg’s sake, just say it,” Deborah interjected. “If it becomes too brittle and breaks, then you die.”

      “What! You don’t hold any punches, do you. How long does that take?”

      Deborah shrugged. “Could be years, could be decades. Could be tomorrow. Every sentient is unique, but you can’t live in fear because tomorrow may be your last. Otherwise, you are already dead.”

      “Doubt it will be tomorrow, though, kid,” Barnabus said and added as an afterthought, “but since your one hundredth night starts tomorrow, the risk becomes greater.”

      “It’s time for you to decide now,” said Deborah, returning her hand to the hilt of her sword.

      “Decide what?”

      “Do you want to leave Earth and start your training to become a guardian or stay?” Murdoch said. “That is the first choice.”

      Frowning, Trigg held up his hand. “I need a moment to think.” He walked to the moon mirror and looked at his reflection. Behind his head, an eventide sky filled with sparkling galaxies in a tie-dye swirl of colors gleamed. It had become lighter while they talked. It would be morning soon.

      What should I do? He wanted nothing more than to be well. But at what cost? He didn’t mind leaving the Children’s Home, but he would miss Terryn. He couldn’t imagine making it through the past few years without her. She was the only one who understood. Not to mention his only family.

      Yet, they were offering him a way out. If he refused, he would always be sick and slowly get worse. He would always be a burden to Terryn. He did not want to face that future—for either of them. If this was his ninety-ninth night, then tonight was his last chance.

      He made his decision.

      Turning, he gave a curt nod to Barnabus. “I’ll go.”

      “Well met, Son of Earth,” Barnabus said while Deborah released her sword.

      “How do I physically travel to Imperious Nox?”

      “Tomorrow night, we will be able to open a portal to Earth when the eight known planets align with the full moon. Be ready to choose who you will step through that portal with,” Murdoch said.

      “First you will need to return to your physical body on Earth,” said De’nah Deborah.

      “What about Terryn?” Trigg asked, but his question went unanswered. Barnabus and De’nah Deborah grabbed a shoulder and dragged him backward toward the Moon Mirror.

      “Guys? What?”

      They shoved him into the center. He braced to hit the floor, but no impact came. Instead, he fell into the Moon Mirror. His falling reflections surrounded him. For a heartbeat he lost track of which one was him. Instead, he focused on the shrinking figures of Murdoch, Deborah, and Barnabus above him.

      “Jerks!” He yelled. “You bounced me!”

      “Don’t worry,” Barnabus called to him. “Watch for our arrival. Tonight. We’ll come find you.”

      Trigg’s head spun, and he lost track of feeling in his body. He was one of a million Triggs spinning in darkness.

      Suddenly, feeling whooshed back into his arms and legs. He bolted upright. He sat in the bed at the sleep clinic. The electrodes attached to his head jerked him back.

      Strong arms pulled him back down to his pillow. Terryn’s arms.

      “Shhh! It’s okay, Trigg. I’m here,” he heard Terryn say as she wiped his forehead. “It’s just a dream.”
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        * * *

      

      Now, sitting on the clinic floor, outside of the conference room, Trigg remembered, it wasn’t just a dream. It really happened. Last night and every time he’d had a night terror.

      Trigg sucked in a ragged breath, tasting the dust on the tile floor. He remembered everything.

      “Oh, holy crap!”

      “Trigg, are you okay?” Terryn asked, sitting next to him. Her hand felt warm on his arm like the gateway. “You blacked out there for a minute.”

      “Oh, holy crap,” he said, ignoring her. I remember. It’s true. It’s all for real. He pushed himself up. Looking through the door, he found Commander Deborah watching him. Trigg stepped back. Holy crap! My dream was real. She’s real. I’m not crazy. What am I going to do?

      Trigg rubbed his eyes and looked through the door again. She was still there. “This can’t be happening. I need more time.”

      Terryn squeezed Trigg’s arm. “What do you mean? There’s no rush.”

      Trigg shook off Terryn’s arm. “You don’t understand, Ter.” He stepped back again.

      Commander De’nah Deborah grinned. Through the closed doors, he heard her say as if she stood right next to him, “Good morning, Earth boy. It’s time to choose sides.”
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            The Wrong Direction

          

        

      

    

    
      Terryn woke the next morning to Trigg’s phone playing “Hurt” by Nine Inch Nails. Bright sunlight streamed through the open window. Cold air bit her arm as she swiped the phone to snooze. Terryn groggily reached up and closed the window, one-handed. She hunkered into her blanket, annoyed by morning light streaming through the open curtains.

      The sounds of early morning silence—whirring fan blades of the control box, muffled footsteps traveling the hall, and Trigg rustling his blankets—hovered on the edge of her consciousness.

      If I could just fall asleep right here and not wake up forever, that would be joyous.

      A set of footfalls diverted to the door. Marsha entered without knocking again and before the snooze alarm sounded. Terryn’s annoyance was cut short by the smell of sausage breakfast sandwiches. Sister Rachel followed Marsha, carrying a large paper bag and a drink tray with two orange juices and a coffee. She wore khaki slacks and a flower-patterned blouse. Nothing like the stereotypical black-and-white habit of a nun. Sister Rachel’s order allowed its religious sisters to wear regular clothes most days. At fifty-something, Sister Rachel was considered one of the younger nuns at the Catholic Charities Children’s Home.

      “Morning, you two,” she said in a singsong voice as she set the tray on the dresser. She dug in the bag and brought a wrapped sandwich to Terryn who sat up and took it.

      “Thanks.” Terryn unwrapped the paper covering and inhaled the smell of sausage and cheese bagel. “I needed this. You are the best.”

      “You’re welcome, sweetie.” She gave Terryn an understanding smile that made Terryn feel like Sister Rachel had been there the entire night and knew how hard it had been.

      Sister Rachel pulled one of the orange juices from the tray.

      “Trigg, it’s time to get up.” She set the drink cup down. “Your juice is here on the dresser for you.”

      Instead of getting up, Trigg rolled over and burrowed deeper into the covers, twisting the thin cables stuck to his head into a jumbled mess. Marsha stalked to the bed and ripped back Trigg’s cover. He yelled in protest.

      “Wakey, wakey, young man,” Marsha said. “We’ve got to get you disconnected and cleaned up. Your wrap-up meeting with Dr. Miller is in thirty minutes.”

      “Go away.” Trigg pulled himself into a sitting position, his long, rumpled hair twisted among the wires. “I can do it myself.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      Marsha reached toward the bundle of cables as if it were a halter. Trigg batted her hand away. She had a moment to frown before he yanked the first electrode off his cheek like a bandage. The other four followed in subsequent seconds. His chin dimple deepened with each pull, so Terryn knew it hurt.

      “Does that mean there are results?” Terryn asked, holding her breath.

      Marsha ignored the question and kept her attention on Trigg until he handed over the electrodes in a jumbled pile. Stowing them between her clipboard and chest, Marsha glanced at Terryn and then addressed Sister Rachel.

      “Enough data was gathered for a successful test,” Marsha confirmed. “Dr. Miller is waiting on another doctor to review and will provide the full results during your exit procedures.”

      Sister Rachel graciously smiled. “That is great news, Marsha. Thank you so much. You said that will be in about thirty minutes?”

      “Yes, thirty minutes,” Marsha responded. “In the main conference room, down the hall from the main office. I have some paperwork that I need you to review if you could stop by on your way there.”

      “Of course,” Sister Rachel responded. “Thank you.”

      Marsha turned to leave. Trigg waited until she was at the door to mutter, “You’re not welcome.”

      Terryn, in the middle of drinking her orange juice, had to swallow quickly so she wouldn’t choke with laughter. Trigg grinned.

      Sister Rachel tsked her disapproval. “Trigg Lofton! That is not how we speak to adults.”

      “Yeah, Trigg,” Terryn piped up. “Where’s your manners?” Terryn giggled, but then Sister Rachel cast a side glare at Terryn, who straightened out her smile. Even so, Terryn couldn’t help feeling pleased by her brother’s insolence. Manners, indeed.

      Marsha paused in the doorway. She dismissed Sister Rachel’s concern with a wave. “It’s all right.” She wagged her finger at Trigg and said, “You should be nice to me, young man. I can see inside your head.” She shook the handful of electrodes at him and left. Trigg hefted a pillow at the door as it closed behind her.

      Terryn and Trigg shared a snicker. Sister Rachel raised her eyebrow, which quieted them both. Then, Trigg got in the shower. Terryn sat on the couch, slurping the last drops of juice and ignoring how tired and achy she felt. It was easy considering Marsha’s news that they’d finally got results. She could almost forgive the sleep technician for speaking to Sister Rachel instead of her. As if Sister Rachel had been the one who sat with Trigg all night. Almost.

      “Terryn,” Sister Rachel asked once they heard the shower start. “How’d everything go?”

      Terryn could tell by the way Sister Rachel’s voice trailed off that she felt unsure about wanting to know the answer or if Terryn would even share it with her.

      “The NTs were about the same.” Terryn caught herself pinching her lip and purposefully clasped her hands in her lap. No need to say how worried I am. Hopefully, they can do something to make him sleep better.

      “NTs? That’s what you and Trigg call his night terrors?”

      “Yeah. Sometimes, they seem real. Like I can almost understand him.”

      Sister Rachel stayed quiet for a moment and then said, “Well, it’s a good term. It doesn’t sound as scary.” She squeezed Terryn’s arm. “Hopefully, this Dr. Miller can tell us something useful. If only Trigg could remember something, it might help.”

      “Don’t get your hopes up,” Terryn replied. Then, after a moment’s silence, she added, “He had three last night.”

      She didn’t have to say the rest because they both knew he’d never had more than two in one night. Terryn swallowed and must have let her feelings slip onto her face because Sister Rachel came over and sat next to her.

      “You’re a great sister, Terryn.” Sister Rachel wrapped Terryn in a half hug. The other hand balanced her coffee on her knee. “I’m so proud of you. I know Trigg really relies on you. I just wish he’d talk more about what’s going on.”

      “Why does that matter?” Terryn asked, puzzled.

      “If he is remembering, then there’s therapies—anti-anxiety meds he can try that could help. Keep the stress from damaging his arteries. There’s also the chance he could participate in a clinical trial. He just has to tell us what exactly is going on. I’ve known you two since you were little, and it seems as if he’s not telling us everything. Do you think you could find out from him, Ter?”

      “I will ask him.” Terryn nodded. And he will tell me whether he wants to or not.

      “Make sure he understands why it’s important.” Sister Rachel gave Terryn a tight squeeze. “God has a plan for you both. I just know it. Trigg will get better soon, and someday you’ll realize that this trial only served to make you stronger.”

      Terryn’s cheeks reddened, and she shifted uncomfortably away from Sister Rachel’s grip. God forgot us the day we got dropped off at the back door of the Children’s Home. But out of respect, she just said, “Thanks, Sister Rachel.”

      “Of course.” Sister Rachel stood and cleaned up the breakfast wrappers from the dresser. “Trigg should be about done. Why don’t you get your things packed up while I go check in with Marsha? I will meet you in the wrap-up meeting.”

      Sister Rachel left Terryn alone in the room. For a few minutes, Terryn stared into space.

      Are you hiding something, Trigg?

      Reviewing their interactions from the past months, Terryn wasn’t sure, but it could seem like he was hiding something. She was thinking so hard, at first she didn’t notice the tears on her cheeks. She sniffed and wiped them away with her sleeve. She wasn’t sure if they were happy or sad, and she was too tired to care. By the time they were dry, Trigg exited the bathroom dressed in shorts and a rock band T-shirt. After a few minutes of stretched silence, Terryn asked how he slept.

      “Like crap. What did you expect?” Trigg turned his back to her and used the dresser mirror to tie his wet hair into a ponytail.

      “You yelled about something new this time. A man-bat?”

      Terryn tried to capture his gaze in the mirror, but he looked straight ahead at his reflection as if seeing something else. He didn’t answer. The way Trigg stared at his reflection made Terryn suspicious. Something was different about him. His demeanor had changed. Even since last night.

      “We did it! The tests were successful. Aren’t you glad?” Terryn asked, watching him carefully. He looked down at the dresser top and tugged his long hair into a ponytail. He was hiding something. He didn’t seem as happy about the test results as he should be.

      Trigg shrugged. “Sure. I guess.”

      “You guess?” Terryn raised her eyebrows. “That’s not very festive.”

      Trigg let out a sigh and spun to face her. He clenched his hands into fists. His dark eyes swirled with worry.

      “You’re right, I’m not. Not really. It doesn’t matter what the results say. I’m never going to get better.”

      “How can you know that?”

      “I just do. Leave it at that.” Trigg’s eyes zoned out as if he were remembering something. It made Terryn wonder if he could be remembering his night terror. People didn’t normally remember their NTs, but if he was, maybe that would help.

      “If you remember something, you should tell—”

      “No. There’s nothing to tell,” Trigg insisted, then swallowed. “Just leave me alone.”

      He avoided looking at her, grabbed his black duffel bag, and left. When the door shut behind him, the tug returned. It curled around her waist like a rope, urging her down the hall, the way he must have gone. It paled to her worry for him.

      So, there is something else going on, she realized. Thinking back over the past year, she remembered other times when Trigg had seemed uncharacteristically grumpy or short with her. It seemed as if his bad moods always happened the day after having a night terror. He must remember something. But why hide it? What is the big deal? Either way, if it were true, then it meant she wasn’t the only one with a secret.

      A few minutes later, when Trigg still hadn’t returned, Terryn packed up their things. She grabbed the keys Sister Rachel left on the dresser and took her bag and their sleeping blankets and pillows down to the parking lot. As she closed the back of the church van, a stab of loneliness laced through the tug’s pull. I wish I were loading these into a regular car with a regular mom and that I wasn’t even here because Trigg was a regular brother. Terryn realized that sounded unfair, so she amended it to think, Trigg isn’t sick.

      Back in the clinic, Terryn followed the tug. She walked past the front desk where Marsha and Sister Rachel pored over paperwork. She turned right down the main hall—the opposite direction from Trigg’s room. The lessening pressure in her stomach let Terryn know she was going in the right direction. The hallway was like the others—boring, bland, and sterile brown. When she rounded a second corner, she found Trigg standing outside a closed double door.

      He stared at something through the narrow windows. Terryn stopped beside him. What is he looking at? He hadn’t even noticed her, yet. Something had upset him, even more so than when they’d last talked in the room. She could tell by the stiffness in his shoulders. The same fear from the night terrors filled his eyes. If Terryn hadn’t been so accustomed to seeing the fear while he was asleep, she would have missed it while he was awake.

      “Trigg?” Terryn said, touching his arm, right above his elbow. “Are you okay?”

      He jerked as if his consciousness had floated away and her voice had pulled it back with a string. A single blink masked his fear. His gaze snapped to her face, looking her directly in the eye.

      “Yeah, Ter. Everything’s fine.” He licked his lips.

      To Terryn, that one blink confirmed the lie. He was not fine.

      Slipping behind him, Terryn glanced over his shoulder, through the conference door’s window. She half expected to see Dr. Miller being eaten by a giant man-bat. The truth was less exciting.

      Someone who wasn’t Dr. Miller sat in his spot at the conference room table. This person was a young woman with a long, dark braid flipped over her shoulder. She wore standard green scrubs and bent over a loose-leaf paper pile. Her brows furrowed, as if unhappy with what she was reading. Probably Trigg’s file.

      Relief loosened Terryn’s lungs. No man-bat here. Then, realizing she had thought she was going to see a man-bat in the window, she chided herself for being on edge. She obviously was not getting enough sleep. This woman was just another sleep tech who they’d never seen before. Trigg hated meeting new people. That explained his reaction.

      Sister Rachel rounded the corner and joined them. She peered over Terryn’s shoulder into the room. “Where’s Dr. Miller?”

      “He’s not here. Let’s just go.” Trigg stepped away from the door.

      “He’s probably stuck in surgery, again,” Terryn said.

      “I just saw him earlier, though,” Sister Rachel said. She pursed her lips with confusion and glanced at Terryn. “It’s not like Marsha to forget to tell me if he left for surgery or something.”

      “This new lady looks mad,” Trigg said. “I want to go.” He backed farther from the door. Any farther and he’d reach the next hallway.

      Sister Rachel turned her frown to Trigg, sensing his rebellion. “Leaving doesn’t help.”

      Trigg took another step backward. His gaze darted back and forth, as if searching for an exit.

      A piercing flash of pain jabbed through Terryn’s lower vertebrae and squeezed the breath from her diaphragm, doubling her over. Holy crap. That hurts. She steadied herself against the floor with her left hand, while her right hand gripped her stomach.

      Trigg reached her side in two strides. “Terryn? What’s the matter?”

      His proximity unclenched Terryn’s insides. Air flowed back into her lungs. That’s so weird. The tug doesn’t feel right.

      “All good,” Terryn said, taking a tentative breath. She flashed an unsteady smile as he helped her up. “Just a spasm. No big deal.”

      “Are you sure, sweetie?” Sister Rachel asked as she wrapped Terryn in a hug. “We can’t have both of you being sick now.”

      “Yeah, I’m okay,” Terryn replied, steadying herself on Sister Rachel’s arm. Trigg squeezed her other shoulder, a concerned look on his face, too.

      As Terryn broke loose from Sister Rachel’s arms, she realized how wrong she was. She was not okay. The tug clawed at her stomach, yet Trigg stood right next to her.

      The twin tug was wrong.

      The direction was wrong.

      Everything was completely wrong.

      The tug pulled her away from Trigg. It pulled her toward the conference room. It pulled her toward the woman.
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      Terryn’s stomach hurt. The twin tug felt like an elastic rope, pulling her stomach inside out, stretching to the conference room doors.

      Then, Trigg collapsed, kneeling on the floor—maybe not in pain, but something sure seemed wrong. His eyes went vacant, open but unseeing, just like he was having a night terror. Terryn stiffened her jaw against the tug as she bent beside Trigg so their heads almost touched. His shampoo, mixed with traces of sweat, smelled like cloves and spearmint. She grabbed his shoulders. Both to steady him and herself.

      “Trigg?” Terryn snapped her fingers in front of his nose. He stared past her hand. His breath came in short, shallow bursts.

      Sister Rachel squatted beside them, her khaki slacks hiking up to reveal black tennis shoes. “What’s the matter with him?”

      “I’m not sure. It’s like he’s having a night terror.”

      “It’s morning. That doesn’t make sense.” Sister Rachel felt his forehead. He twisted away from her touch and clenched his eyes shut.

      “Nothing ever does.” Terryn swallowed her frustration. He’s supposed to be getting better. This isn’t fair.

      “Trigg?” Terryn shook his shoulder. With a gasp, Trigg opened his eyes. His gaze found Terryn, and he grabbed her hand.

      “Welcome back,” Sister Rachel said and felt his forehead again. “You left us there for a second. How do you feel?”

      He muttered something under his breath.

      “What?” Terryn asked.

      He looked at her, his pupils contracting to black pinpricks in his light-blue eyes.

      “I remember,” he said, his voice amazed.

      “What?” Terryn asked. Her gaze flickered to Sister Rachel and then toward the door.

      Sister Rachel stood and smoothed her pants. “You seem okay, Trigg, but I don’t want to take a chance. Wait here while I go find Marsha.”

      She hurried down the hall and around the corner toward the front office.

      “Who do you remember?” Terryn whispered to Trigg once Sister Rachel was out of earshot.

      His eyes darted around, making sure they were alone, then his face crumpled. “I . . . I can’t tell you. I’m sorry, it’s crazy.”

      “Newsflash.” Terryn tilted her chin. “Nothing you tell me will change my opinion of you. I already think you’re crazy.”

      Trigg shook his head and gave a bitter chuckle. Terryn didn’t think he realized he’d laughed. “No. This is for real. It’ll prove I’m going cray-cray. I won’t be carted off to some mental institution to make beaded necklaces until I off myself.”

      “You shut it with that kind of talk; otherwise I’ll report you to Marsha. If you’re crazy, then so am I. We’re twins. We’ll make beaded necklaces together.”

      He stayed stone-faced quiet.

      Technically, Terryn was five minutes older than Trigg. Right now, he seemed five years older. Life had been difficult. Yet, they had always had each other. Now, she could literally feel something in her stomach pulling her in the opposite direction. What scared her more was the distance that had appeared between them since last night. She refused to let whatever it was tear them apart.

      “Tell me please?” she asked and held her breath.

      “I don’t really remember,” Trigg muttered. “It’s fading.”

      Liar!

      A voice called out from the conference room, “Good morning, Earth boy. Why don’t you come in?”

      Terryn looked over her shoulder. Earth boy? The dark-haired woman who sat at a table in the conference room watched them expectantly. What did she just call my brother? Why is the tug going crazy over her? Terryn’s stomach did a flip-flop. She wanted to stay out of the room, uncertain about this woman and sure her brother felt the same, but the almost magical force tugged her toward the room.

      “Ter, do you trust me?” Trigg asked, pulling her attention away from the woman.

      “That’s a dumb question. Of course.” Maybe.

      “Then, follow my lead.”

      “Are you feeling better, Trigg?” Sister Rachel asked as she returned down the hallway to them without Marsha. “I couldn’t find Marsha, but it looks like the doctor is ready for us.”

      “I feel terrible,” Trigg said, holding his head. “Do you think I could wait in the office for Marsha? I feel weird.” Just by looking at him, Terryn agreed. His eyes were squeezed shut, and his breathing came in short, shallow breaths. He didn’t look sick. More like he’d seen a ghost.

      Sister Rachel looked closer at Trigg and seemed to arrive at a similar conclusion. “You know, since it’s not Dr. Miller that will probably be okay.” She smiled at Trigg. “Terryn, can you make sure he makes it okay? This shouldn’t take too long.”

      “Yes, Sister. I will,” Terryn responded, despite her worry about how far she’d be able to go against the twin tug. What if I can’t leave the building? But maybe that’s what I need to do. Push back. See how far I can make it. Terryn took a deep breath. This is going to suck, but I can do it for Trigg.

      Curled up on the tiled floor, Trigg looked vulnerable. Terryn resisted the urge to give him a hug. Not everyone in the Catholic Children’s Home was lucky enough to have a brother.

      Once Sister Rachel entered the conference room and the door closed behind her, Terryn leaned over.

      “Okay, little brother, let’s get you—”

      Trigg bounced up. “I don’t need your help.” He grabbed her hand. “Come on. We’ve got to get out of here.” He raced down the hallway, pulling her behind him.

      “Wait. What?” Caught off guard, the sharp pain of the twin tug cut her words short. Trigg didn’t notice.

      “We’ve got to go. Before she realizes I’m not coming,” Trigg said as he pulled her to the end of the hallway. Each step tore at Terryn’s stomach. Tears tingled at the corners of her eyes.

      “Slow down.” Terryn coughed. Her steps dragged. “Too fast. I can’t.”

      She yanked her hand from Trigg’s grip and leaned over, her hands on her knees.

      “I need to stop.” Her stomach muscles spasmed as if vibrated by an electric current. It wasn’t the pain level that was jarring, but the fact that the tug was pulling her away from Trigg. She was so focused on not running back to the dark-haired woman, she didn’t even realize she’d stepped backward.

      Trigg saw her reaction and stopped. He frowned, partially annoyed. “What is wrong with you, Ter? We’ve got to go now.”

      “I’m sorry. I just can’t go that fast. It’s this . . . thing . . . that’s wrong with me. It makes my stomach hurt.” Terryn grabbed her stomach with one hand and leaned against the wall. She curled and slid to the floor, clenching her legs with the other hand to keep them from moving. “It hurts so bad.” She began to cry. “I’m sorry.”

      An awkward second passed for Trigg while he decided what to do. Finally, he walked back to Terryn and kneeled in front of her.

      “It’s okay. You don’t need to apologize. Why don’t you get up, and we’ll sit in these chairs here. We can wait a minute until you feel better.”

      Terryn sniffled. “Okay.”

      With Trigg’s help, she stood, still half hunched over. He guided her to a row of pink-padded chairs along the wall next to an office door.

      Once they were settled, Trigg said, “I guess I’m not the only one who’s been sick. I’ve been so focused on me . . .” He shrugged and ruffled his brown hair. “I didn’t even think about you. I’m sorry.”

      “This is not your fault. It’s because I’m a freak.”

      “You’re not a freak, Ter. That’s ridiculous. If anyone is, I am. You’re not the one getting dragged to doctors and specialists and psychiatrists.” Trigg laughed bitterly. “At least your head belongs to you.”

      Terryn shook her head. “My head might belong to me, but my body—it’s got a mind of its own.”

      Terryn told Trigg about the twin tug. About how she’d been able to find him in the boys’ bathroom when he was having his first attack during a school basketball game. No one should have known he was there. Somehow, she had.

      “Ever since that day, I know where you are and how much you’re hurting,” she told him.

      He looked shocked. “How is that possible?”

      “I’m not sure. But, I’ve got a theory. How much pain you’re in is directly proportional to how far away I can get from you before it begins to hurt.” She raised her eyebrows and shrugged slightly. “I know it sounds crazy, but that’s all I can figure. That’s why I’m always close to you. Otherwise, the pain is unbearable.”

      “I noticed that you hovered a lot. But it didn’t bother me. I assumed you were worried,” Trigg responded and added, “You’re not crazy. If anyone is crazy, it’s me.”

      “Yeah, but if I wasn’t crazy before, I think I am now. Something . . . something has changed.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The tug—just now, it wasn’t pulling me toward you.” Terryn looked up and down the hall, making sure no one else was around. “It was pulling me into the conference room. Something about that woman in there. It’s doing this to me.” Terryn waved her hand in frustration over her stomach. More tears escaped Terryn’s eyes, despite her best efforts to brush them away. “I hate this. Why can’t we just have a normal life?” She bit her lip to keep the tears from falling.

      Trigg clenched his fists into balls. “I know who she is.”

      “What?”

      “That woman. She’s just a girl—pretending to be a doctor. She was in my dream. It was her I remembered.”

      “You mean you’ve dreamed about her before seeing her today? Like you dreamed the future?”

      “No, not the future, but she was in my night terrors, which I didn’t remember until I saw her just now. And my night terrors aren’t dreams. They actually happened but in another dimension.”

      “Wait. Are you saying you believe your dreams are real?”

      Trigg took a deep breath. “Yes. As real as you or me. It’s the only explanation for how someone from my night terrors is here in person. I know I’m not crazy, Ter. You have to believe me.”

      Terryn studied Trigg. His eyes were clear, and his voice sounded sincere. She knew him better than any other person, and she could tell he believed what he was saying. The question she had to answer then was did she believe him? She thought back to all the nights she’d sat with him. The intensity of what he’d experienced, the random words he’d say during the terrors. There were times like last night when he’d attacked Marsha or their foster brother when it seemed like what he was experiencing was more than just in his head. It made it easier for her, now that he’d asked her to, to make that jump from dreams to reality.

      She took his hands in hers and looked him in the eye. “I believe you, Trigg.”

      “Thanks.” Trigg exhaled. He wrapped his arm around her, pulled her to his side, and rested his chin on her head. “I believe you, too.”

      The warmth of his embrace spread through Terryn. She felt relieved. He believed her. She believed him. There were no more secrets. They were in this together. Terryn silently promised herself that she wouldn’t keep something from him again. He was her brother, her only family. There was no reason to be afraid of what he’d think.

      She squeezed him tight, and in his answering hug, she knew he’d made a similar promise. Something stronger than just the twin tug connected them. They let the feeling of the embrace wrap them in gentle silence. Then, after a moment, Terryn spoke.

      “Tell me about your dream. Please?” She kept her voice low and tilted her chin toward his ear.

      “Her name is De’nah Deborah. She killed me with arrows.” Pain stilted his voice.

      Terryn squeezed him again. “I’m sorry. That’s terrible.”

      “Yeah, but it’s okay.” He withdrew and put on a brave face. “I’m over it, for the most part. She acted like it was necessary. Like I should be grateful to her. Murdoch didn’t like her either.”

      “Is he the man-bat?”

      “No. That’s Barnabus. He’s a big, red gargoyle, and we’re friends. He may be my only friend in the fifth dimension. It’s called Imperious Nox. That’s where people go when they sleep, but sometimes things get messed up, and the sleeping part of you doesn’t make it to the right spot, and instead you wake up in the sleeper fields. It’s bizarre.”

      “It does sound bizarre and it makes sense in its own bizarre way,” Terryn said.

      “Barnabus helped me escape from Commander Deborah. Or at least sometimes. He took me to a tower controlled by his boss, Murdoch, and they told me they know how to cure the Kawasaki disease.”

      Trigg went on to explain what Barnabus had told him. That to cure the sleeping sickness, Trigg had to leave Earth and travel to the fifth dimension.

      “They’re supposed to come tonight and get me,” he finished. “Something about a full moon opening a portal.”

      “A cure would be wonderful, Trigg!” Terryn exclaimed. “And maybe if you got cured, then the twin tug would finally go away. Then everything could go back to normal.”

      “Terryn, I don’t think I get to come back.”

      “What? Of course you’ll come back. You have to finish school, and everybody would notice you’re missing.”

      Trigg shook his head and placed his hands on her shoulders. “I don’t think that’s how it works. If I come back, I’ll just get sick again.”

      Terryn absorbed Trigg’s words. A sinking feeling, empty and cold, spread through her body and counteracted the tug. Dismayed, she cried, “You mean you wouldn’t come back?”

      “Ter, I’m tired of being sick.”

      As Trigg spoke, Terryn saw a golden glow encircle his shoulders. Within it, an image appeared like a small scrying window had opened. It showed a dark crimson gargoyle perched on a stone tower. It could be a coincidence, but Trigg had just described a similar creature.

      Terryn’s mouth dropped open at the sight. “Did you say that Barnabus is reddish? With really big wings and claws?” she asked, half-hoping Trigg would say no because then she could just chalk this strange hallucination off to her being overly tired. She didn’t get much sleep last night, after all.

      “What? Yeah. He’s huge with wings like a gargoyle.”

      Interesting. She squinted at the image. It didn’t change. I’m having a moment. That has to be Barnabus. How is this possible?

      “Terryn? Did you hear me?” Trigg waved his hand in front of Terryn’s face.

      Terryn tore her eyes off the vision floating above Trigg’s shoulder and focused on his face. “Sorry. What’d you say?”

      “I asked ‘How do you know what Barnabus looks like?’”

      “When you talked about him just now, I saw him. It was like a vision appeared above your shoulder. He was sitting on the outcrop of a black stone tower.” After having just revealed the twin tug to him, it was easier for her to tell him about this newest oddity.

      “A tower with stained-glass windows and black flowing flame for walls?” he asked.

      Terryn’s eyes widened. “You recognize it?”

      “Yeah, it’s the second tower of something,” Trigg said. He snapped his fingers, trying to remember the name, but gave up. “It’s where Barnabus took me with the gateways. That’s pretty cool you can see it.”

      “I told you I’m seeing things and that’s cool?”

      Trigg shrugged. “Maybe it’s a twin thing. Because I went there, you can see it or maybe not. You could just be weird, too.” He teased her with a smile and continued before she could protest, “But it’s not as weird as some of the stuff I heard about in Imperious Nox. Like goblins riding spiders. I think being able to see glowy magical stuff is normal for that place. You’ll fit right in.”

      “If you’re really going there, then I want to come, too. Plus, I don’t think I have a choice with the twin tug.” Terryn bit her lip, worried by the thought of what would happen with the twin tug if Trigg did travel to another dimension, but she stayed on Earth. She could only assume that with such a big distance, it would hurt even more than it did now. She explained the dilemma to Trigg.

      “It shouldn’t be an issue,” he responded. “They said something about knowing about you. Maybe this vision thing is what they meant. Anyway, think of all the adventures we’d have riding giant spiders.”

      Terryn laughed. “I am not getting on a giant spider.”

      Trigg grinned. “Sure, I’m just saying, it’d be fun if you could come, but if not . . . you’re right. This twin tug thing could be a problem. I bet Murdoch or Barnabus would know a way to cure it.”

      “Oh!” Trigg gasped and grabbed Terryn’s arm. “I forgot to tell you!”

      “What?”

      “I’m supposed to pick a side.”

      “Side? What do you mean?”

      “The United and the Divided. There’s something about a treaty. De’nah Deborah was there, and she’s with the United, while Murdoch is a general in the Divided. It’s a little unclear, but I’m supposed to choose tonight when they come through a portal.”

      “Okay. You’ll pick Barnabus, of course. I just had a vision of him. I think it means you’re connected.”

      “Yeah, of course. That’s not what I’m worried about. De’nah Deborah is here now, and I don’t want to talk to her.” Trigg looked back down the hallway toward the conference room where Commander De’nah Deborah sat. “We should leave before she figures out we’re not coming.”

      “I don’t know, Trigg. Maybe we should hear what she has to say.”

      “Did I mention she killed me? With arrows?”

      “You did, but maybe she had a good reason.”

      “I like not dying.”

      “But you’re not dead.” Trigg pressed his lips together. Terryn pressed her point. “Look, we both know you’re going to choose Barnabus. She can’t take you against your will. Let’s hear what she has to say. I mean, your night terrors are scary. The more info we have, the better.”

      Trigg scrunched his face as if considering a painful thought. “Maybe?”

      “Trigg? What about Sister Rachel? Do you think she’s safe with that woman?”

      “Why not? Sister Rachel isn’t the one she wants. It’s me.”

      “Think, Trigg. Sister Rachel knows everything there is to know about you. Maybe she doesn’t want to talk to you. Maybe that’s why she showed up at the meeting. What if she convinces Sister Rachel that you need to ‘go away’ to a clinical trial or something and then Sister Rachel forces you to leave with De’nah Deborah?”

      “Oh no! Let’s go.”
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      Terryn reached the conference room first. The conference windows glowed an ominous yellow. She skidded to a halt and looked through.

      Sister Rachel glowed like a holy angel descended from on high. She was also frozen, her hand poised perfectly in midair as if she had frozen the second she reached for the open file on the table.

      Trigg tried to slide past Terryn into the room, but Terryn grabbed his shirt.

      “Wait up! Don’t you see there’s something weird going on?”

      “No? What are you talking about?” Trigg peered through the door. “They look fine. I can see them talking.”

      “No, they’re not. Everything is glowing like my vision. If I didn’t know any better, it looks like some type of magical effect. Maybe Commander Deborah cast a spell, and since I can see visions, I can also see her magic?”

      Trigg shrugged. “Okay. It sounds like something she’d do. What do you see?”

      “Commander Deborah is across the room, looking out the window, and Sister Rachel is at the table, but she looks like she’s asleep, sitting up.”

      “Whoa. How can you see that?”

      “I don’t know. It looks like the glow I just saw around Barnabus. We shouldn’t leave Sister Rachel in there like that. We’ll have to get her.”

      “Right. You go first.”

      “No. You go first.”

      “But you can see what’s happening in there.”

      “Exactly. If I go first and it looks like everything is fine, how can you be sure if it’s a trap? But if you go first, I’ll be able to tell if you need rescuing or not.”

      “Ugh. Sisters and their logic!”

      “Be glad you only have one.”

      “Right. Here goes nothing.”

      Trigg pinched his nose and, with an exaggerated step, walked into the room. To Terryn, it looked like he stepped through an exceptionally large golden bubble. As soon as he was through, he started glowing. He stood very still for almost ten seconds. Terryn held her breath. After what seemed like forever, the glowing faded. Another ten seconds, and he shook his head as if to clear his thoughts. Completely ignoring Terryn, he moved toward De’nah Deborah.

      She turned toward him, and they began to talk.

      To Terryn’s aggravation, she couldn’t hear what they said. It seemed as if the glowing bubble blocked sound, even though they were less than ten feet away.

      “Well, dang it,” Terryn muttered. He seems like he’s fine. Why doesn’t he motion for me to come through? She waited another minute or two. As she watched, Trigg’s hand gestures became more animated. His eyebrows furrowed, and Terryn recognized the same frustrated expression on his face when he argued with the nuns at the Children’s Home. De’nah Deborah was frowning, too, and they began to argue. After a few more minutes, as their silent conversation continued to get heated, Terryn decided she had waited long enough.

      Ready or not, here I come. She opened the door and stepped into the magical glow.
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      An icy sensation washed over Terryn as she walked through the conference room door. She teetered for a moment and then lost her balance. A shining gold crack split the floor beneath her feet. Ahead was the conference room; behind her was the door. Instead of passing through the glow like Trigg, she fell into it. It became a golden tunnel and then suddenly she was falling through a field of stars toward a lush grass land below. She had just enough time to realize the ribbon of stars winding through the waving grass was a stream before she plunged feet-first into its cold, sparkling water. The shock of hitting the surface stole her breath and doused her in goosebumps.

      She paddled and kicked, but the current dragged her under. The cold stream wrapped her skin in sandpaper and set her lungs on fire. She sank deeper into the depths until her foot found the bottom. Eyes open, she could only see a murky green. Except to her left, where a gold glow outlined an unusual but familiar shape.

      Is that an office chair? It can’t be. Not underwater. Terryn kicked off the pebbly bottom and swam toward the light. I should have enough air to go look, then I can burst to the surface and come right back down. As she swam closer, the murky water cleared. She could see, tucked into where the stream bank should have been, a glass wall. Upon closer inspection, the glass filled an arched entrance. Through the entrance was the conference room. It was like she was in an aquarium, looking out into the room’s opposite wall from the door.

      The office chair was the empty chair beside De’nah Deborah. Terryn saw Trigg and Sister Rachel, but the entire room seemed fuzzy like looking at a blurry picture. Trigg and De’nah Deborah were still arguing, and Sister Rachel stood frozen, at the table, looking over paperwork.

      And, there, inside the doorway, Terryn saw herself, glowing gold. Her body was frozen, staring straight ahead as though watching herself in the water.

      Her vision whirled.

      How am I both in this stream and also in the conference room, at the same time?

      She gasped with surprise and, then panicked by the sensation of inhaling water, coughed. Except, after a moment, she realized she didn’t need to cough. She wasn’t choking.

      That’s odd. Why am I not choking? Her lungs itched, but they didn’t feel suffocated. She touched her throat. This seems wrong, but it feels right. Her lungs expanded, welcoming the water. Terryn exhaled with another cough, unsure how to react. The air-water glided out of her body, satisfying her need to breathe.

      She inhaled a second, small, deliberate breath. The water spilled into her lungs. It felt good. It felt like she was breathing.

      Holy cow! I’m breathing underwater! This can’t be real. Terryn took a big gulp of liquid air. The water tasted muddy, but she didn’t care. She was breathing it. This is so cool!

      She breathed a third watery breath and a fourth. As she inhaled, her feet grew heavy and sank, and the underwater murkiness disappeared as her vision cleared.

      Wild. Am I turning into a fish? Terryn looked at her hands, which she could see clearly now. They looked normal. No scales here, but that couldn’t happen . . . I hope. This is a pretty crazy place. She looked up at the stream’s ceiling where the stars glinted through the ripples.

      To either side of her, she could see clearly for a dozen or so feet before the water darkened into blue-green shadows. Large, purple goldfish with bubble eyes meandered through mazes of twisted, rotting branches and logs lined with neon moss and long trails of seaweed. Here and there, rainbow-shelled snails dotted the logs.

      Beneath her feet, the gravel transitioned to white-painted concrete walls like the kind in a swimming pool.

      What a strange place. Maybe this is Trigg’s dream world? Imperious Nox. But, I’m not asleep so how did I get here? More importantly, how do I get back to the me that’s in the conference room?

      Terryn began searching for an exit. She felt along the glass, trying to trigger another golden glowing crack. She examined the edge where the white concrete bank met the glass—searching for a screw or latch or even a switch.

      If this is a dream world of some sort, maybe the glow is what connects this world to the conference room. That’s probably it. I just need to find a glow here, and it will send me back to the doorway in my world.

      She kicked along the gravel bed, searching for a crack or some clue that might reveal a door. She spent several minutes leaning against the glass, trying to visualize that the glass was glowing and then imagining herself stepping through the glass and returning to her body in the conference room.

      That made the glass feel softer, but it became so hot Terryn jerked away with a yelp.

      Another dead end. Terryn kicked the glass. Stupid, stupid . . .

      “Stupid!” she yelled and landed a final kick. Then, using all her jiujitsu skill, she punched it. “Let me in! I want to go home!”

      Defeated, she turned and slid down the glass until she landed on the gravel bed. The rocks poked her butt, but they were the least of her worries.

      Hello, weird underwater stream world. Looks like I’m going to be here a while.

      Leaning her head against the warm glass, Terryn gazed out into the stream bed. The seaweed seemed friendly waving in the current, but the google-eyed goldfish were missing. Without them, the stream felt empty, less cheerful, and darker.

      Terryn stood up on high alert. Where were the stars? Their light was gone.

      Farther in the depths, a silhouette slithered across the watery horizon, setting her heart racing. More shadows twisted and turned in the darkness. Every so often a scale or a tooth reflected as the animals wormed closer. They were packed so tightly, she couldn’t tell what they were. Just a shoal of nasty, slimy water creatures.

      Terryn reached over to a log and broke off a five-foot branch. She gripped it like a trident and pointed it at the approaching mass. Shifting her weight into a balanced stance, with her back against the glass wall, she positioned herself to defend against the creatures.

      The mass stopped a few yards away from her. It was still hard to tell exactly what they were in the murky gloom. They looked like fish or snakes with fish heads. Terryn worried about whether they liked to bite. There were hundreds of them. Maybe more.

      Something tells me they like to bite. In all that is good and holy, please don’t let them all attack at once.

      A lone head rose from the mass, larger than the rest. Above the water, a cloud parted, and a shaft of moonlight filtered through the water, illuminating its green head and the rest of the bodies.

      They were eels. The large eel with a slimy green mane reminded Terryn of a moray eel. It opened its mouth and hissed, displaying multiple rows of jagged, pointy teeth. It spoke with a high-pitched, hissy voice.

      “What times is it?” it said. The eel’s voice scared Terryn. “That a wanderer dare disturb-isses our peace-eces?”

      The voice sounded like it came from all directions, but she was sure it was the green eel that had spoken. Just to be sure, she waited, looking back and forth. From within the mass, hundreds of eyes glinted back at her. Different eels made up the mass—some with spots and some with stripes—but most were big and black and leathery.

      A second large moray eel, this one blue, slithered out of the mass. It rose like a cobra, almost level with Terryn’s stick. “

      She is lost and untrained,” it hissed. “Let us devourer her soul and feast on her flesh to serves as warning.”

      Terryn flicked her stick and knocked it back into the mass with a satisfying thud. Thank you, kickboxing class, for teaching me how to keep my cool, she thought. Otherwise, she knew she would have been a sobbing mess on the stream bottom. The eels were scary, but she was confident in her ability to defend herself from flesh-eating river monsters. Unlike the tug, at least she could see these.

      “I may be lost, but I’m not untrained,” Terryn told the blue eel. She tightened her grip on her stick. “Now, how do I get through the glass? Answer quickly and truthfully, or I’ll tie you all in knots with my special stick.”

      A chorus of angry hisses greeted her, but the mob shrank back from her jabs.

      “The wanderer asks us for helps?” the green eel hissed. The others shrieked in laughter. “We who are cursed to swim on our bellies. Where is your key?”

      A trio of striped eels separated from the mass and moved toward Terryn, teeth bared. She jabbed her stick toward them, and they retreated behind the green eel.

      “What are you saying, slime ball? Does it look like I have the key?” Terryn huffed, knocking another eel away. The eel mass slithered faster, inching closer to Terryn.

      “The key, the key, the key to the fall is to reverse the fall so all who enter leave and all who exit come in,” the green eel hissed.

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “It meanses what it says,” the blue eel hissed, twisting around the green eel. Together, the two eels floated a few inches beyond Terryn’s reach and swayed. The eels around them followed their lead, and soon the entire mass was swaying and hissing. Terryn watched them, her trident stick held ready. After a few minutes, she realized there were words with their hissing. It was a song.

      
        
        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

      

      

      As the eels chanted, they floated closer to Terryn. She backed up, one step at a time, thrashing her stick at any eel who dared to get too close.

      Red-hot pain seared down her spine. She’d backed into the glass window. She tried to curve away to escape. The eel mass blocked her path, pressing her into the burning wall. She barely had the sense to raise her stick and ward off the green one as he darted toward her face and nipped her ear.

      “Fall, you fool wanderer,” it hissed.

      Before it finished speaking, Terryn flicked the stick through the water and bashed its head away from her ear. Another sharp pain spiked up her leg. Crying out, she kicked out her right foot. The blue eel had bitten through her shoe. Its cold teeth latched onto her toe. Lightning bolts of pain shot up her leg.

      “Get off!” Terryn shouted, slamming its head with her stick. Its jaws tightened. Her foot burned with a hundred pinpricks. The other eels closed in, jaws wide. Fear narrowed Terryn’s vision, and her thoughts slowed.

      Must escape. Rather burn than get eaten.

      She retreated, pressing herself into the window. The heat increased along her back, and her skin boiled. Embracing the fire, Terryn screamed and pushed harder. The glass softened, and she pushed through it like gel. Suddenly, gravity disappeared, and her stomach dropped. She fell into a fiery tunnel.

      As the blue eel passed through the window, a ring of fire disintegrated it with a shriek. The smell of cooked meat reached Terryn’s nostrils. Terryn spun through the hot tunnel like a top. Sweat streamed down her face, and nausea rose in her throat. Please let this end. Closing her eyes, she held up her hands to shield her face from the searing heat.

      I’m dying. Here it comes.

      Her body stopped with a jerk. Her eyes snapped open. She stood in the conference room. It felt so hot. Her body burned.

      “Terryn!” Trigg cried, rushing over. He went to support her but pulled back when he saw her skin. “You’re on fire!”

      I’m on fire? She looked down. Her skin dripped off her foot, burning in melted waves of green fire.

      Terryn tried to scream, but her mouth wouldn’t move. She looked into Trigg’s eyes, seeing her fear reflected in his pupils.

      Help me!

      She tumbled to the floor. Her legs sprawled outward. Her mangled sneaker lay inches from her nose. The front half had been ripped away, leaving tattered shreds of cloth and rubber. Bright red liquid stained the remaining laces that poked every which way from bent eyelets.

      I hope Sister Rachel won’t get mad at me. I’ll need a new pair. A wave of nausea passed through her followed by the realization: That’s an odd thing to think. I must be in shock.

      Then blessedly cool darkness overcame her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 9

          

          

      

    

    







            Choosing Sides

          

        

      

    

    
      Vomit filled the back of Trigg’s throat. Terryn’s foot looked like a raw hamburger. Clasping his hand to his mouth, he swallowed an acidic lump.

      One second, Terryn had been suspended like Sister Rachel. He and De’nah Deborah had been arguing about whether she could unfreeze Terryn and let her enter the dream bubble. And the next, Terryn had ignited into green flame and collapsed in a bloody heap on the floor.

      You got this, Trigg thought. She’ll be fine, but you gotta keep it together. Terryn needs you right now. Trigg breathed deep through his mouth to lessen the burning flesh smell. He checked her pulse. Her heart was still beating. She’s still alive.

      Trigg looked up and saw De’nah Deborah cupping Terryn’s feet in her lap. Blood streamed between her fingers. “You said it was safe!” he accused.

      “For those who connect to the sleeper field, which she didn’t do.” De’nah Deborah shot him a glare and then returned her focus to Terryn’s feet as she spoke. “Your sister fell through the dream bridge, into the Between. I do not understand how.”

      “Your magic did something. You have to help her!”

      Deborah glared. Through gritted teeth, she spat, “Do not interrupt me again, child, or she could lose her entire foot or worse. Do you understand?”

      Trigg nodded. He bit back the urge to argue more.

      “Good.” De’nah Deborah began massaging Terryn’s foot. “Go hold her head in case she wakes.”

      Trigg hesitated. Could he trust this woman to help his sister? Terryn’s red-streaked blonde hair fanned around her head like a crown. A lump caught in his throat. He would never forgive himself if she died, especially while trying to help him. Even if he didn’t like Deborah, he owed Terryn. He wiped the corner of his mouth and obeyed. He gently lifted her head onto his lap. The softness of Terryn’s hair surprised him.

      “Ter?” he whispered over her freckled nose. “Don’t die. Please.”

      De’nah Deborah remained still, eyes closed, head bowed over Terryn’s feet. As each minute passed, Trigg’s fear-poisoned doubt grew. Would De’nah Deborah actually heal her? He should have made Terryn wait outside. Maybe he should have gotten Marsha. They needed an actual medical professional.

      Then, De’nah Deborah began to sing. The words were unintelligible, but the notes rang thin and clear. The air grew heavy as if responding to the music. The pressure intensified as De’nah Deborah sang the notes stronger, quicker. Just when Trigg thought the pressure would break his eardrums, an electric pulse broke the tension.

      Trigg saw his body flicker. One millisecond his body was visible. The next millisecond it was gone. The next, he was back. It happened again and again. It was so fast, he thought he’d blinked weird until he realized De’nah Deborah was flickering, too. In one moment, her eyes were closed, her head bowed, and she wore her doctor coat. In the next, her eyes were open, her head raised. She wore the armor he remembered from his dream. Then, the two versions of Deborah superimposed on top of the other. They both sang. His head hurt.

      “What’s—”

      The version of De’nah Deborah wearing armor looked up at Trigg, in mid-note. Rushing blue water filled her eye sockets. Trigg’s question died in his throat. The power of Niagara Falls thundered behind those eyes. The roaring wove into her song, a palpable bass beat that vibrated his chest. Why hadn’t he heard it before? Her glare reminded him of his promise not to interrupt.

      He cringed. “Sorry.”

      The guardian returned her attention to Terryn’s mangled foot. The flickering stopped, and the version of De’nah Deborah wearing the doctor coat stayed solid. She continued massaging Terryn’s foot. Water leaked from her grip and covered the bloodied flesh. The water sizzled into steam on contact with the warm sinew. Once the water evaporated, De’nah Deborah began kneading, molding the wet fleshy mixture. A clay-like substance formed under her fingertips.

      Her fingers are glowing, Trigg realized. From what? He surreptitiously leaned closer and glimpsed her finger pads. Each one had a small disc made of swirls of milk and silver. They looked as if perfect ovals had fused into her skin.

      Wherever those small glowing discs touched, Terryn’s bone, tissue, and muscle knitted back together, coalescing into pale clay. De’nah Deborah formed the clay into the rough shape of a foot. A little while longer, she slumped and her song slowed. Sweat trickled down her temples. The roaring power faded to a trickle and then went silent.

      “It is done.” De’nah Deborah sighed, wiping her brow with a cloth.

      Her eyes stopped glowing. The blue dot streamed across one eye and then the other, passing behind her pupils. Now Trigg understood. It’s her guardian power. The blue dot is a small ocean of power. A warning.

      De’nah Deborah pulled a white bandage from a satchel hooked into her leather belt. A couple of twirls, and Terryn’s foot was wrapped tight.

      “Did it work?” Trigg asked, not sure if he could believe what he’d seen.

      “She will heal and be well. See, she is waking.”

      Sure enough, Terryn’s eyes fluttered and opened. “Trigg? Are you okay?” She asked, her voice weak.

      Her question released the tension that had coiled like a spring in his body. Reflexively, Trigg laughed. “Am I okay? You dummy. How do you feel?” He squeezed her shoulders and smiled at her.

      “I don’t know.” Terryn pursed her lips and pushed herself upright. She stretched. “My throat hurts and I feel stiff, but everything seems to work. I had the weirdest—” She spotted her shoe on the floor. “Oh. Not a dream?”

      “You were bad hurt,” Trigg said. “De’nah Deborah healed you. With magic, Ter. I saw her.”

      For a moment, Trigg thought Terryn would cry. Breathing deeply, she controlled her features and wriggled her toes through the bandage.

      “Thank you,” she said to the woman.

      “It is my duty as a guardian,” Deborah replied. “I am sworn to keep the Sofandi safe as they sleep. Yet, your spirit didn’t travel to the dream world like what normally happens when Sofandi are caught in a dream bubble.” She gestured to Sister Rachel’s frozen form. “Instead, you fell into the Between.”

      Deborah studied Terryn. “That’s most unusual for one who is not wo’ken.”

      Terryn ignored the scrutiny and curled her knees under her chin, then reached for her right foot. She gingerly touched each toe through the bandage.

      “There’s nothing special about me,” Terryn responded, purposely not bringing up the twin tug. “What is unusual is that my foot doesn’t even hurt. Like it didn’t even happen.”

      Her final words sounded so soft, Trigg wouldn’t have heard them if he hadn’t been watching.

      Terryn looked up, eyes blazing. In a louder voice, she said, “What did happen? Why couldn’t I enter the room like Trigg?”

      “Like I told your brother, I am unsure what happened,” Deborah answered. She pointed at the conference room door. “When you tried to enter this room, you crossed a magical threshold that spans two dimensions. It allows sentient beings who are wo’ken to simultaneously occupy both the third and fifth dimensions.”

      “So because she’s not wo’ken, she fell through the bridge into this place called the Between?” asked Trigg.

      “That seems to be what happened, but it shouldn’t have been possible. When a regular sentient being enters a dimension bridge, they freeze.” Deborah pointed to Sister Rachel who remained still, looking at the file. “Like her.”

      “What did you do to her?” Trigg growled.

      “Nothing, child. She’s only sleeping. Her mind and spirit crossed the bridge to the sleeper fields. When I release the spell, she will awake and, to her, it will be as if no time has passed.”

      “It definitely seemed like I fell into another dimension,” Terryn said. She explained how the eels had attacked her and how she’d escaped through the burning glass window. “It was like being on fire,” she finished. “And then, all of a sudden, I was back in my body.” Trigg could tell by the way she bit her lip that it hurt more than she admitted.

      “The burning you felt is what happens to people who travel through the dimensions without the protection of a bubble shield. The presence of those creatures confirms you fell into the Between,” the guardian responded. “That is the only place they are found. They are called the zen’nacht, which, roughly translated, means ‘creatures who break the mind.’”

      De’nah Deborah walked to the table and motioned for Trigg to join her. When both Trigg and Terryn had, De’nah Deborah waved her hand above a piece of paper on the table. A picture of a mass of eels appeared.

      Terryn gasped. “That’s what attacked me.”

      De’nah Deborah continued, “They may be a single entity with multiple bodies. At least, as far as we can tell. It is not clear. We do know, as a predator of the Between stream, it reflects your fears back at you in the hope that you’ll freeze. They are not dangerous if you know what to do, but they are always violent. I’ve seen others who’ve lost more than just a foot when things have gone wrong. Especially with no one nearby to repair the damage. You were lucky.” The guardian tilted her head and studied Terryn. “For someone with no magic, beyond lucky. Are you sure you’ve never done anything before with magic?”

      Terryn laughed and shook her head. “I think I’d know if I did.”

      “Not necessarily. Sentients who become guardians are born with magic. It’s like breathing, but sometimes it can take decades to manifest. And when it does, you may not even notice something unusual is happening.”

      “I’ve never seen Terryn use magic, but I have,” Trigg said, remembering the way his hands had glowed in the sleeper field. “I blasted the fog in the sleeper field with silver lightning when it tried to touch me.”

      De’nah Deborah nodded. “Yes, that’s a good example and confirms that you’ve wo’ken, but not your sister.”

      “If you suspected I was wo’ken, then why did you kill me?” Trigg demanded.

      “With arrows!” Terryn added.

      “I didn’t kill you,” Deborah sighed and then held up her hand to forestall their protests. “It’s not what it seems. I told you before, Trigg, that the dur’dalis healers have studied Sofandi’s Curse extensively. As part of their research, they discovered if a sleeper is bounced before he or she leaves the fields, then the Blight’s damage to their aura is lessened.” She lowered her hand. “And not all sleepers make it to one hundred nights. Sometimes they only wake in the wrong dimension thirty times and then never again. They go on to live healthy lives. My goal was to keep you from reaching one hundred nights and give you more time on Earth. Perhaps your doctors here would discover your illness was what was causing the night terrors and not the other way around. But”—she shrugged—“you reached one hundred nights, which is confirmation that you, in fact, becoming wo’ken.”

      Trigg sat down. “So you don’t want to kill me now?”

      She smiled. “No. I’m sworn to protect the sleepers and also those like yourself who are called to become guardians.”

      Even though her argument seemed reasonable, Trigg couldn’t shake his distrust of her. A third of his nightmares easily ended with De’nah Deborah shooting him. What kind of person can justify harming another creature to do good? Do I want that kind of person to be my commander?

      “It doesn’t matter,” Trigg said. “I can’t trust you, and by coming here, you put my sister in danger and she almost died. Even if you did heal her. Who knows what damage those creatures could have done to her. I am grateful you helped Terryn, but I don’t trust you,” Trigg said.

      The guardian has control of the dream bridge. She said it herself. I could guide Terryn to safety if I knew how this magic worked, but I don’t, and that leaves both of us at risk until she lets us leave. Sister Rachel is safe. We did what we came to do. It’s time to leave.

      “I tell no lie,” De’nah Deborah replied. “As a United guardian, I can only speak the truth as I see it. Murdoch and the Divided only seek to destroy the veil, a safeguard put in place around Earth and the other planets, and they believe you have the power to help them do that. I will stop that any way I can.”

      As she spoke, she placed her hand on her sword hilt.

      “Why is he so special that you want him to join you?” Terryn said. “You wouldn’t have bothered to bounce him if he wasn’t.”

      Oh. Good question, Terryn.

      “There are three kinds of guardians who may freely enter the dimensions of Imperious Nox without harm: watchers, walkers, and warriors. Trigg, you were able to cross the dream bridge without any problems. That means you are one of the three kinds. Based on the magic you manifested in the field, you may be a walker, which is the rarer of the three.”

      “Become a dream guardian?” Trigg asked.

      “Yes, come with me. Answer the call and become the newest member of the United Army, sworn to protect sleepers everywhere and promote the common good.”

      “So how is the Divided different from the United?” Terryn asked. “It sounds like everyone protects sleepers and ‘promotes the common good.’”

      “Does the Great Awakening have something to do with it?” Trigg added.

      “Yes. Before then, before the sleeper fields, we were all united against the darkness. But then the Divided queen decided that the darkness shouldn’t be destroyed but harnessed. The decision caused a mass awakening of sleepers. Millions died. Both sides came together to create the sleeper fields, but it was a short-lived peace. Now all that remains is the treaty allowing commanders from both sides to be present at the summoning towers when a new sleeper becomes wo’ken by passing through the Mirror. That right is rarely invoked anymore.”

      Ah! thought Trigg. So it wasn’t just honor that motivated you to bounce me every night. You didn’t want me to join the Divided. That realization cemented his decision. He would join the Divided, but he wasn’t ready to tell her that.

      “What happens to Terryn and Sister Rachel after I leave? Won’t people notice I’m missing?”

      “They will remain here. Your absence will be explained, regardless of your choice, to protect the existence of Imperious Nox. Sister Rachel believes I am speaking to her today about sending you to a clinical trial far away. Once you leave, everyone you knew in this life will forget you because of something called the veil. It will be as if you never existed.”

      Terryn’s eyes widened. “I think I should go with you, Trigg. We’re twins, you know, and we don’t do so good apart.”

      “We’ll see, Ter.” Trigg knew she meant the twin tug, but he didn’t want her to give up her life because of him. He was miserable here, and the idea of going somewhere to start fresh, somewhere where people wanted him and he had power—not just magical power, but control over his own life—was appealing.

      If he stopped being sick, then maybe that would also cure the twin tug. She wouldn’t need to come and risk falling in the Between again. Now that he’d seen how dangerous it was for someone who wasn’t wo’ken to cross a dream bridge, he worried about what would happen if she were to cross a portal. “We don’t even know if you can come yet. Maybe there’s other options.”

      “Choose carefully, walker. It is better to be forgotten than live a wasted life.”

      Her words rang true to Trigg, but not in the way she may have wanted. In that moment, it all came together. He knew what he needed to say to get De’nah Deborah to leave without them. And he knew how he could convince Terryn not to leave with him when Barnabus came later that night.

      “I’m not leaving without Terryn,” he told Deborah. “You have to take both of us or neither.”

      De’nah Deborah pressed her lips into a thin line. “I cannot. To do so would be a violation of the treaty. It is forbidden for beings who have not wo’ken to leave their dimension.”

      “How do you know I’m not wo’ken?” Terryn said.

      “You have to wake up in the dream and escape the sleeper fields,” the guardian replied. She leveled a gaze at Trigg so sharp, he could feel it cut through his skin. “It is no easy task.”

      “That sounds like lucid dreaming or something. Lots of people do that. It can’t be that hard.” Terryn crossed her arms and frowned at the guardian.

      “Trigg? Would you like to explain?”

      “No. You’re the one who isn’t letting her come.” Trigg pushed down his guilt; he wasn’t planning on letting her come either. He was just using Terryn to get Deborah to leave. “And you’d probably be the one to track her down and scare her with your bow and arrow.”

      “Some terrors are better left unknown, wo’ken,” De’nah Deborah responded. “I am sorry you have decided to walk into the dark.”

      Trigg scoffed. “Whatever.”

      To Terryn, De’nah Deborah said, “You become wo’ken by waking in Imperious Nox, the world of the fifth dimension, and escaping from the sleeper fields for one hundred nights. Then, the clock begins to tick. No one is sure how long it lasts, but sooner or later, if the wo’ken does not physically come to Imperious Nox, then they will die.”

      Terryn gave a panicked look. “Trigg, maybe you should reconsider. I’m sure I’ll outgrow the tug.”

      “No, Ter. Let’s not take that chance. Not when there’s another option.”

      “Promise?” She reached out to take his hand.

      “Promise.” Trigg squeezed her hand. She smiled back, her light eyes trusting. Guilt laced through Trigg, but he stuffed it deep enough to ignore. No need for her to know he’d changed his mind about her coming with him. Today had at least proved it was too dangerous. He didn’t want her to get hurt.

      “Thank you for your assistance, De’nah Deborah, but it sounds like we are going to wait,” Trigg said.

      “As you wish.” The guardian steepled her fingertips. “When we meet again, it will be as enemies.”

      “Count on it,” Trigg replied.

      De’nah Deborah pulled her fingertips apart, and blue lightning ignited between them. Trigg felt the air pulsate with static again. A lightning burst struck, and De’nah Deborah and the dimension bridge dissipated with a harsh crack.

      Sister Rachel finished the motion of reaching Trigg’s file on the tabletop. She flipped it closed and gathered it into her arms.

      “Well, that settles that,” she said and then gave a quick start when she saw Terryn and Trigg. “You startled me.” Her hand pressed into her chest. “I mean, I knew you were here . . . I think . . . I just didn’t expect . . .” She blinked as if trying to clear her thoughts. “Terryn! Where is your shoe?”

      “What?” Terryn and Trigg looked down in confusion. A sock covered her bandaged foot, but her sneaker still lay on the floor. It looked normal. No rips. No blood stains and laces neatly tied.

      “Oh, yeah. Sorry.” Terryn reached down and slid it on her foot.

      “No matter,” Sister Rachel said. She gathered several folders and papers into her arms and headed for the door. “Trigg, do you agree?”

      “With what?” he asked. He and Terryn followed Sister Rachel.

      “Dr. Darius’s recommendation of going to that clinical trial in New York, of course.” Sister Rachel pushed the conference doors open and walked into the hall. She turned and held them open. “Weren’t you paying attention? Now that you’re remembering your dreams, it expands your treatment options.”

      “Yes,” Trigg mumbled. “Having options is great.” He shoved his hands in his pockets and followed her out of the conference room door. Even though it wasn’t glowing, he still was careful to avoid stepping on the crack where the hallway tile and conference room carpet met. Terryn did the same thing.

      Things had been easier when his dreams weren’t real.
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      Terryn fidgeted the entire forty-five-minute ride back to the Catholic Charities Children’s Home. She resisted the urge to pull off her sock and check her foot. She didn’t want Sister Rachel to see the bandage and ask what was wrong.

      When the van finally arrived, Terryn was clenching her fists and staring determinedly out the window. It felt like an eternity passed as the van crawled through the Children’s Home’s iron entrance gate and navigated the quarter-mile driveway that wound through the uncut grounds speckled with sweet gum trees until it reached the four-story gothic building. It had been built in the early 1800s as a convent but was converted into an orphanage in the late 1860s to house the orphans from the Civil War.

      “I’m going to drop you two off at the door before parking around back,” Sister Rachel announced when she reached the fork in the driveway that wound around the back of the building. She smiled into the rearview mirror at Terryn. “By the looks of it, Terryn, you’re going to burst if you don’t get to the ladies’ room pronto.”

      “Thanks.” Terryn returned the smile with a half-hearted expression. If Sister knew the truth, she wouldn’t be smiling—more like screaming and running away.

      Sister Rachel eased on the brake, and the van rolled to a stop at the base of a large stone staircase leading to the gothic double front door.

      “I’ll see you guys at dinner,” she said. “Don’t forget to finish your chores. Looks like today is yard day.”

      Trigg groaned as he opened the door. “We just mowed the grass last week.”

      Mowing the lawn during the summers and picking up the gum balls during the fall were regular activities for the fifteen to twenty teenagers who lived at the home. Sister Rachel was one of four nuns who lived in the home as well and oversaw the chore rotation and everything else.

      “The good Lord does make it grow fast, and for that you should be thankful,” Sister Rachel said sincerely. “Chores build self-discipline, which strengthens character, which brings virtue from God. And we all need as much virtue as we can get in this sinful world.”

      “Amen, Sister,” Terryn said. “Thanks for the ride.”

      Trigg echoed his thanks as he unbuckled his seat belt. Terryn jumped out of the van ahead of him and bounded up the stone stairs two at a time until she reached the double front door. Inside the foyer, Trigg turned toward the boys’ wing but stopped when Terryn grabbed his shirt.

      “Wait. We need to talk,” she said.

      “No. I’ve got to get my homework caught up.” Trigg brushed her hand away.

      Terryn frowned at his uncharacteristic action. “This won’t wait. Promise. I just need you to see something.”

      “Fine. This better be quick,” Trigg grumbled.

      Terryn pulled him into what would have been a parlor room one hundred years ago. Today, the sisters used it when families wanted to have a private meeting with a child they were interested in adopting. Terryn and Trigg had never been in a meeting like that. This room had no special memories for them. No one wanted to adopt normal teenagers, let alone twins. Terryn pushed away the old but hurtful thought and plopped onto a cushioned chair. She reached down and pulled her sneaker off, revealing her white sock without a bandage.

      “You weren’t supposed to take the bandage off . . .” Trigg said and then trailed off in shock when she peeled back her sock, revealing a fully healed foot. The skin was unbroken and smooth.

      “My foot. You see it, too, right?” Terryn asked, unsure.

      “Yeah, I see it.” Trigg kneeled on the teal carpet and stretched his hand as if to touch Terryn’s foot but drew back.

      “It looks like nothing even happened. Are you sure we didn’t imagine the whole thing?”

      “Maybe you weren’t hurt, and it was another one of her tricks.” His lips thinned and then he added, “That’s what it has to be.”

      “I don’t think I could have imagined those eel creatures on my own.” Terryn shuddered. “If I never see them again, that will be too soon.”

      “You were ‘caught in between a crack’ of the dream world,” Trigg pointed out. Terryn could hear the bitterness in his tone. “You could have imagined anything. It is a dream world, after all.”

      “It doesn’t make sense.” Terryn looked critically at her brother. He seemed to sound so confident about that world. As he should be, since she now knew he’d gone there almost every night in his dreams for years. Having traveled to that world herself, Terryn believed what he’d experienced was real . . . as real as what she had experienced.

      But, what if he was the one who was imagining things? He was sick. What if he was wrong about that world? De’nah Deborah had saved her. She also had offered to teach Trigg to control his magic. How bad would that have been? She wished she could have gotten more of a chance to convince De’nah Deborah to let her travel to Imperious Nox. Trigg was frowning down at her foot. He didn’t seem in the mood to consider other viewpoints.

      She squinted and stared above his shoulder, wishing another golden vision would appear to give her some insight on what to do. When nothing happened, remembering the gargoyle she saw in her last vision, she asked, “What does Barnabus think about her?”

      “He hates her.”

      “Why?”

      “Because she tried to kill him . . . and me. It’s kinda hard to like someone who shoots pointy arrows at you. I thought I told you this, already,” Trigg said.

      “I’m just trying to understand. She seemed nice and such.”

      “It was a ploy to get me to go back with her, and you. Seems like it worked on you.”

      “Well, fine. But, how do you know the Divided will come? What if she was your only chance to cross over? I don’t want you to stay sick.”

      “You’re overthinking, Ter. Don’t worry.” Trigg rolled his eyes. “They’ll come. It’ll probably just be Barnabus and a few others. He’s always been the one to find me in Imperious Nox, and it makes sense he’d be the one to find me this time.”

      “Okay, if you say so, but I just have to say that Barnabus still isn’t the most . . . safe looking . . . person . . . to show up here in the middle of the night.”

      “He’s never done anything to hurt me.” Trigg angled his chin, as if emphasizing his earlier point.

      “Okay, if you say so,” Terryn relented. “I guess that settles that, then. I’ll go get packed.”

      “What?” The surprise in Trigg’s voice startled Terryn.

      “What?” she responded defensively. “Of course, we’ve gotta pack!”

      “Packing? Where y’all going?” a clear voice asked, startling Terryn and Trigg. Trigg relaxed when he saw who stood in the door, but not Terryn. It was Ava, Trigg’s girlfriend and Terryn’s former best friend. The dusty light from the tall foyer windows made Ava’s skunk-striped hair glow. Her dark eyes pierced the gloomy room with suspicion. She swayed to Trigg and draped her arm around his neck. Her black heels gave her an extra inch on both of them, but Trigg didn’t seem to mind. He grabbed her waist and pulled her to his side.

      “Hi, baby,” Trigg said. He tilted his chin up and pecked her temple. “Terryn and I were just talking.”

      He started to turn back to Terryn, but Ava held him fast. “Tell me. I want to know where you’re going,” she simpered through purple lipstick.

      Trigg laid a quieting finger across her lips. “Just wait a minute.”

      Ava kissed his finger. “But I don’t want to wait.” Her deep, dark eyes latched onto Trigg’s lighter eyes, with a smile of unspoken promises.

      Terryn gagged, then cleared her throat. “Right. So, I’ll just leave you two to it,” she said. Her voice climbed an octave as her feet backed toward the door. “Maybe Ryan needs some help at the Korner Kream. We can talk later, Trigg. ’Kay. Bye!”

      Terryn dashed into the foyer and out the front door, ignoring the sign-out sheet they were supposed to fill out when they left the property.

      I won’t be gone long.

      She didn’t stop jogging until halfway down the driveway where she slowed and caught her breath. The Midwest August sun pulled droplets of sweat down her forehead. It was hot enough to sizzle an egg on the asphalt driveway, which meant it was too hot to be running.

      She didn’t want Ryan to see her sweaty. She slowed down and moved off the driveway into the shade of the trees, still walking toward the iron gate. Ryan was the only person she’d confided in about what was going on with Trigg. He didn’t live in the home but was a neighbor kid. When Terryn and Trigg had returned to the Children’s Home two years before, Ryan had been playing basketball in the back parking lot with a few other kids. Sister Rachel had introduced him right along with the others, saying, “And that’s Ryan Shephard. He doesn’t live here, but he might as well since I’m pretty sure we see him more than his own family.”

      Ryan had flashed a crooked smile that crinkled the skin around his eyes as if he thought Terryn was the most important person in the world. She learned later that was how he treated everyone, but at the time, it made her feel like she mattered. Over the next several months, she developed an interest in learning how to play basketball, and he developed an interest in teaching her.

      Eventually, they’d meet up on the court after school to play a few rounds of h-o-r-s-e once Terryn’s chores were finished. Terryn learned Ryan’s mom was an alcoholic who was passed out drunk when she wasn’t working. His dad had ditched his mom as soon as she’d become pregnant. This didn’t stop Ryan from being one of the most popular kids at school. His outgoing personality and dark hair that perfectly swooped across his forehead didn’t hurt. Then, last year, Ryan made the high school varsity basketball team as a sophomore. She, Trigg, and a few other kids from the Children’s Home would cheer him on at home games. Trigg’s second attack had happened at one of the games.

      After being up most of the night in the emergency room with Trigg, she told Ryan about an awful pain in her stomach the next afternoon on the basketball court. They had decided it was just stress, but when it didn’t go away, Terryn became worried. The doctor wasn’t worried. After a quick diagnosis of acid reflux caused by stress, she was hustled out the door with a two-week prescription that didn’t help.

      Over the next few months, Ryan became her confidant. With Trigg’s diagnosis of Kawasaki disease that explained the night terrors, she felt guilty bringing up her stomach pain with the doctors. It was Ryan who helped her realize that her pain hurt less when she was near Trigg and more when she was away.

      “It’s like he’s tugging on you,” Ryan had said after one of the first times Terryn mentioned her stomach pain seemed proportional to how far away she was from Trigg. The two were sitting on a concrete wall that lined one side of the parking lot near the portable basketball hoop. Ryan dribbled the ball between his legs. “Bet it’s some weird twin tug thing.”

      From then on, that’s what they called it. Since Ryan got his first job at the Korner Kream, Terryn would visit him when she was upset. The twin tug started once she reached the iron gate of the Children’s Home.

      Once outside on the sidewalk, the pain got worse, but she’d learned to manage it. As long as Trigg wasn’t in pain, she knew she could get farther away from him before it made her black out.

      She turned left and followed the sidewalk a block along the busy road. The Korner Kream was a freestanding building on the corner of the town square that reminded Terryn of a white-washed shack. Terryn took a shortcut through the yard of the county courthouse in the middle of the square. A dinged-up Chevy Malibu that had belonged to Ryan’s mom a few short months ago was parked in the shack’s back parking lot.

      Ryan waited at the front serving window. He leaned his elbows on the front ledge, ducking his head slightly through the opening. His nut-brown eyes matched his russet hair that curled over the top of his ears. His tanned skin with undertones of olive hinted at a Hawaiian heritage, but it was his crooked smile served over her regular favorite that made her feel like she mattered. She would do anything for that feeling.

      “Hey, Terryn! Guess what?” Ryan’s smile spread across his dimpled cheeks and sparked her answering smile.

      “What?” Terryn said as she walked up to the window. She stuffed her hands into her jean pockets to keep from fixing a stray chunk of his hair that had fallen out of line from his side part. A fluttering sensation melted her anger about Trigg.

      “We’re hiring. Stewart just told me before he left.”

      “Stewart told you?” Terryn leaned her elbows onto her side of the ordering window. “But he’s not Christine. How would he know and not her? She is the boss.”

      “He said Christine stopped by to check on things earlier and left this stack of applications, told him to hand them out to anyone who was interested.” Ryan frowned with hesitation, as if an unpleasant thought had occurred to him. His brown eyes considered her. “You are interested, right?”

      Terryn’s breath clogged her throat. The way he was looking at her—did he mean something else?

      “Yeah. I’m interested.” Terryn made eye contact and then quickly looked away. Assuming an evil army doesn’t invade tonight.

      “Great! Here’s an application.” Ryan slid a stapled two-page document across the window to her. “You can fill it out and use me as a reference.”

      “Are you sure?” Terryn picked up the papers.

      “Not that Stewart isn’t a good guy to share a shift with, but if given a choice, you’re way more fun to hang out with. And prettier.” Ryan winked.

      Terryn blushed. “Thanks.” Her brain scrambled to think of a clever response but came up blank. Luckily, a van full of junior league players and their coach pulled into the gravel parking lot. The kids screamed joyfully as they piled out of the sliding doors, still wearing their team jerseys.

      “Umm . . .” Terryn mentally counted the seats around the three small tables outside the ice cream shack. There was nowhere to sit without sharing the table.

      Ryan held out a small silver key and the application.

      “Why don’t you go around back? Let yourself in, and you can sit at the desk in the back room while you fill it out.”

      “That’s a great idea. Thanks.” Terryn took the offered items. The touch of his cold fingers sent a jolt down her skin.

      Why does he have to be so cute and nice?

      She stumbled and muttered something that sounded like “great idea” and “thanks” and escaped to the back door.

      She let herself in and found her way to the office, which was more like a cubbyhole with a wooden teacher’s desk shoved into it than an actual room. There was barely enough room for the chair covered with shiny fake leather that squeaked when she plopped into it. The entire room smelled like vanilla and peeling paint. She moved aside a pile of empty applications and began to fill out her basic information. She made it as far as her address.

      What am I doing? Terryn thought, looking down at the application. I might not be here tomorrow. Tonight everything could change. Another part of her wondered, But what if it doesn’t? Are you going to put your life on hold on the off chance that your twin brother isn’t crazy? Maybe? But what if it doesn’t work out? What if Trigg imagined everything?

      She squashed that doubt. He hadn’t imagined it. It was real. She’d been there. She’d been trapped in the Between. She had to accept that.

      Terryn chewed on the end of the pen.

      What if I don’t go? she thought. Could she leave Trigg? Could she live her life without worrying about Trigg? Was it fair for her to give up her life here? Ryan, her kickboxing classes, her friends at school?

      Warm hands squeezed her shoulders. “You’re thinking pretty hard for someone who hasn’t even written their address down yet,” Ryan teased.

      She tilted her head to look up at him, to say she hadn’t heard him come in. He leaned over and kissed her. It was a crooked kiss, but his lips were warm and dry. Their noses bumped, and he hastily drew back. His brown eyes examined her with confidence despite a red flush around his cheekbones.

      He ducked his head until his mouth hovered next to her ear. His breath smelled sugar-sweet. “You’re so beautiful,” he whispered.

      A pleasant shock jolted Terryn, and her mind went blank. Her cheeks tingled. She pulled back slowly and gazed into Ryan’s eyes.

      Maybe if she stayed behind when Trigg left, she wouldn’t have to be alone. The thought made her sad. She understood why she’d been so angry with Trigg now; it wasn’t Ava. Before, when talking with De’nah Deborah, she hadn’t really understood the cost of going to Imperious Nox. But now, gazing into Ryan’s eyes, she understood.

      It. Was. This.

      Could she give this up? For Trigg?

      He was her only family. But how much did she owe him? Their mom obviously had never given a second thought to abandoning her and Trigg to the foster system. For years, she’d wondered what her parents looked like. If Trigg and she shared the same hair as their mom or maybe had inherited their father’s nose. Would this be the one characteristic she shared with them? Abandoning family?

      “Why so serious?” Ryan asked. “You’ve got that faraway look.”

      “Oh really?” Terryn smiled, trying to lighten the mood. “How do you know?”

      “Your eyes turn a smokey gray when something bothers you.” His voice matched her lighthearted tone from a moment before, but then his eyes turned serious. “I hope I didn’t upset you.”

      Terryn looked down and shrugged. “No. Just something else that I was worrying about.” Her eyes tingled. She resisted the urge to hide her face in his chest. His clothes smelled like waffle cones.

      Even though the inclination would have been natural a moment before, it somehow seemed different now. The urge made her feel so guilty. Like she was betraying someone. Trigg? That didn’t make sense. Hadn’t she just watched him kiss Ava? Didn’t she deserve to be happy in that way? The answer should have been yes, but she felt so conflicted.

      Ryan placed a single finger under her chin. She allowed him to lift her face to his.

      “There’s a dance at the Community Center tonight. Be my date?”

      Terryn wanted nothing more than to say yes and yes and yes, again and again. Except she couldn’t make her mouth work. He smiled down at her, confident in her answer.

      The golden visions caught her off guard. Just like the one she’d seen above Trigg’s shoulder of Barnabus, these two unfolded like blossoming flowers of glitter and golden light, one on either side of his head.

      Unlike the last time, she understood what these two visions meant. They showed her the future.

      On the right was her future with Ryan if she stayed. They would go to college and then get married. There were two beautiful children plus one they’d adopt and a dog. Her life would be perfect except for Trigg. She would never lose the stomach pain, and she would always wonder what would have happened if she had gone to Imperious Nox. More importantly, she would gradually start to hate herself, and that hate would eventually poison her love for Ryan.

      On the left was Trigg’s future if she stayed. It showed Trigg lying on the ground, a battle raging around him. He wore armor, like what De’nah Deborah had worn, but darker. Blood smeared across his forehead. His skin looked gray. He gasped, blood spurting through his mouth, and then his breathing stopped.

      Terryn inhaled sharply.

      “No!” She pulled away from Ryan and buried her face in her hands. That’s not right. It can’t be. Except a part of her knew the vision was true. If she didn’t go with Trigg, that was his fate. Ryan. I’m sorry. I can’t.

      “Terryn? I don’t understand.” Ryan’s voice broke through her vision.

      “I can’t,” she mumbled to the floor. The effort to speak was like lifting a two-ton boulder. “Ask me again tomorrow.”

      “There won’t be a dance tomorrow, Terryn,” Ryan protested. “This has to do with the twin tug?”

      Terryn forced herself to look at Ryan. “Yes. I want to go, but I can’t.”

      “That’s ridiculous. He can take care of himself for one night.”

      She didn’t want to lie, but the truth would seem ridiculous. “It’s more complicated than that.”

      “No, it’s not.” Ryan glared down at her. “Guess I know who matters more now.”

      He stalked back up front, and whether it was for a good reason or not, Terryn cried. She knew she’d made the right choice, and that made it hurt more. She couldn’t blame Ryan for being angry.

      If only she could tell him what was really going on, but he would never believe her. After a while, she dried her tears. She left, leaving the job application unfinished on the desk.
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      When Terryn returned to the Children’s Home from the Korner Kream, she locked herself in her room. She needed to be alone.

      A few times, she thought about finding Trigg to tell him about her vision. But each time, she couldn’t. Telling him would only give him one more reason for her not to come. Not to mention, she doubted she could hide the guilt she felt about rejecting Ryan, which would give Trigg yet another reason to make her stay. Well, she wasn’t going to stay.

      Besides, she thought, how do you tell your twin brother that you saw him die? You don’t, that’s how.

      She spent the next few hours packing her larger backpack. If De’nah Deborah was right, tonight was the night an army of fantasy creatures would come to take Trigg away. After what she’d seen in her vision, Terryn was determined to go with him.

      No matter what.

      On her way to dinner, she hid the backpack in the parlor room. In the dining room, she was surprised but realized she shouldn’t have been, to see Trigg had his own backpack next to his chair. A shampoo bottle peeked through the zipper of an upper compartment.

      “All set?” she asked him as she set her dinner tray on the table next to his. He nodded.

      Keegan, one of Terryn’s friends, who sat between Tyrell and another boy named Jerome, squealed, “You guys have a meet and greet?”

      Terryn shared a look with Trigg, then answered, “Yeah, something like that. They’re coming tonight, we think.”

      Everyone at the table said nice things about how they were excited for them and hoped the potential adopters worked out. No one sounded hopeful, though. It was rare for a family to want to adopt sibling pairs and even rarer with twins, let alone one who was chronically sick.

      During dinner, Trigg stayed quiet, grumpier than normal. Terryn guessed it probably had something to do with the fact that Ava was sitting across the room, laughing with some other girls and very purposely not looking their way. Trigg caught Terryn watching Ava and mumbled under his breath, “We broke up.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “No choice.”

      “I know how you feel.” She sighed and leaned over the table to catch her brother’s eye. “Ryan finally asked me to go to the dance with him tonight.”

      “You should go,” Trigg replied. “I like him. He’s a good guy.”

      “Already told him no.”

      “That was dumb.”

      “I have other plans.” Terryn gave Trigg a pointed look.

      “Whatever.” Trigg muttered something else into his hamburger that Terryn couldn’t hear. It probably wasn’t nice, so Terryn let it go.

      They didn’t speak for the rest of dinner. Afterward, Terryn grabbed her backpack and followed Trigg outside to the garage behind the building. The setting sun crowned the cloud-filled sky with the last remnants of golden light as they walked across the basketball court. The garage wasn’t a garage in the usual sense. Instead of housing cars, it was a place for everyone to hang out. There were couches, foosball and air hockey tables, and a big-screen TV—all donated from a local church. Tonight, the room was empty because it was a free evening, and everyone was doing stuff off campus. Probably at the dance, thought Terryn. A pang of regret split her chest, but she pushed the feeling aside.

      Once inside, Terryn dropped her bag near the door. “I’m going to go keep an eye on the front yard. Holler if something happens back here.”

      Trigg plopped onto the large couch and turned a basketball game on. “Yeah, sure.”

      Terryn threw a small decorative pillow at her brother, hitting the back of his head.

      “Hey!”

      “Lighten up, grumpy,” she said. “We’re about to go to another world where we’re actually wanted. Shouldn’t we be excited about that?”

      Trigg stayed quiet for a long pause. “Terryn, this isn’t a game or some magical world where everything is going to be better than it is here. It’s a scary place where monsters and your worst nightmares live. It would be best if you stayed here.”

      His words stole her breath away. He doesn’t want me to go? She steadied herself against the couch arm. She’d suspected he might feel that way, but hearing it out loud. Ouch.

      Then, staring straight ahead at the TV, Trigg added in a softer voice, “I don’t want you to get hurt again.”

      His concern touched Terryn, but his words triggered a white-hot flash of anger that incinerated any remaining patience she had.

      “No,” she snapped. “You have no idea what it’s been like, dealing with you and everything else.”

      Terryn considered sitting on the couch and explaining everything to him. This was an opening to tell him about the vision. Tell him why she had to go, to prevent his death. Yet, her frustration helped her keep a clear head. She couldn’t tell him, not yet.

      He would just say my vision proves the dream world is a dangerous place and that I shouldn’t come. Instead, she rested her hand on the couch and said, “The twin tug, remember? It’s hard enough being in a different building than you. I’d rather not find out what happens when you’re in a completely different world. “Besides,” she added and laughed, “somebody’s gotta watch your back.”

      “I won’t need your help.” Trigg refused to look at Terryn. “Once I’m better, the twin tug will go away. If it started when I got sick, then it will end when I’m better. We don’t even know for sure if being a world apart will be bad. Maybe that’s exactly what you need to snap the connection.”

      “What? Snap the connection? Did Murdoch tell you this?”

      “No, it’s just a theory. You should stay here. It will be safer.” Trigg finally looked Terryn in the eyes. The anger she saw there rocked her back on her heels. “You’ll just be in the way,” he said, “at best. And at worst, you’ll get hurt again, like with the eels, and you’ll die.”

      “Trigg, I have to go. You’re the only family I’ve got.”

      Trigg gave a bitter, sarcastic laugh. “Some family this is. A sick brother and a delusional sister. Well, maybe I don’t want to be a part of that anymore. This is my ticket outta here, and you should take yours as well. Stay here. Go to the dance with Ryan. He’s a smart guy.”

      “No. I don’t believe you want me to leave. I’m not going to let you get killed because I didn’t have the guts to tell you to shove it. You’re the only family I’ve got. After our parents left . . .” Terryn’s voice stalled out. She swallowed and kept going. “I can’t lose you, too. I go where you go.”

      “Whatever. It’s your funeral.” Trigg shrugged like he didn’t care.

      A wave of frustration weakened Terryn’s decision to keep her vision to herself. “Or yours, if I don’t go,” she snapped. Then, realizing she’d almost revealed too much, she moved to the door. “I need some fresh air. I’ll be out front waiting.”

      As the door closed, she heard Trigg yell out, “Don’t expect me to come get you when they show up back here.”

      She kept walking, resisting the temptation to go back and smack sense into him. Moderate pain pulsed through Terryn’s stomach, pulling her backward. Yet, it wasn’t as strong as her bruised feelings. She jogged, pumping her legs and stretching her arms. She threw the mental anguish against the physical pain of the tug. It seemed to balance out. If only it could numb her thoughts. Her brother, her only living relative, wanted to be rid of her.

      After a few minutes of walking, she regained control of her emotions. She found herself in the front yard of the Children’s Home. The evening dew mixed with the lingering August heat and the chilly evening air, causing a thin mist to creep over the city sidewalk. It rose through the property’s front iron fence and advanced over the lawn. Up and down the driveway, streetlamps flickered on. The mist, made brighter than normal by the lamplight and the rising full moon, spread across the yard like a flowing silver blanket.

      Terryn hid behind the evergreen bushes in front of the group home and watched the front gate. Here and there across the lawn, a firefly flashed. Their lights cut small, clear globes into the mist. In the deeper edges of the yard, the mist turned the friendly maple trees into hazy towers of shadow.

      On a normal evening, Terryn would have appreciated the beautiful sight. Tonight was different. Twilight was coming to an end, and night was bringing an army. Terryn watched for moving shadows between the trees and the flower beds.

      She heard the soft pop a few yards away. A nearby firefly exploded, spurting glowing goop into the grass. In its place, a small dark hole with a ragged edge hung four feet above the ground.

      It’s happening. Terryn held her breath.

      A dirty green hand with three yellow claws latched onto the hole’s edge and cut through the air as if it were fabric. The air folded over, and a pair of large golden orbs peered out from the darkness behind.

      Oh crap! Terryn’s pulse supercharged. That does not look like a nice dream thing. She wanted to run, but her legs locked. An imp-like creature, about three feet tall with pointy ears and molted leathery skin, emerged.

      Terryn choked back a scream. Maybe if she didn’t move, it wouldn’t notice her. The creature blinked double-lidded, yellow-glowing eyes and focused on Terryn. Sniffing the air through a long, pointy nose, the imp cocked its head. It bared sharp, crooked teeth and spread bat-like wings. With a leathery flap, it lifted into the air and flew toward the back yard, disappearing into the thick foggy mist.

      Terryn had just enough time to take a ragged breath before a second pair of eyes lit the hole. This time, she sprinted in the opposite direction. With a whoosh of its wings, the second creature followed. It glided above her head, only a few feet behind.

      Terryn leaned into her stride, but it was no use. Within seconds, blunt claws grabbed her shoulders. Terryn screamed, punched, and bit the stinky leg smashing her cheek. It didn’t loosen the creature’s hold. It lifted Terryn into the air. Her stomach reeled when her brain caught up to the fact that her feet were no longer on the ground. In an instant, Terryn went from fighting those claws to clutching them.

      “Help! Trigg!” Terryn screamed. Her words seemed quieter than they should have like they were getting trapped in the surrounding tree branches.

      Three hundred feet above the ground, the creature hovered. The sight was so surreal, Terryn stopped screaming and just looked. Below them, the streets and homes and cars were doll-sized with tiny streetlights scattered like yellow dots among dark treetops. What scared Terryn the most was the mist. It eddied and swirled just like mist, but it formed a perfect square—as if someone had drawn an invisible boundary following the orphanage’s iron fence.

      The imp held steady for a moment, then it glided across the mist above the roof to Terryn’s room. Terryn felt like her shoulders were being slowly crushed between a vice. It hurt to breathe.

      “Put me down, you big ugly brute!” Terryn shouted up at it. She squeezed its leg tighter, hoping to get its attention.

      “Silence!” the imp commanded. Its voice sounded shrill and mean. It arched its neck and turned its glowing yellow eyes on her. Backlit by the moon, Terryn noticed stubby horns protruding from a mop of bristle-like hair on its head. The creature growled, revealing a mouth full of stinky canine teeth. “You’re lucky the head honcho wants to talk to you,” it said. “Otherwise, Ul’leek would drop you here.”

      The creature nose-dived toward the earth. Terryn screamed and squeezed her eyes tight. Gravity crushed her heart into her stomach. The creature slowed, and her innards slammed into reverse. The ground rushed up to Terryn. I’m going to fall, she thought. Then, she jerked to a stop. Her eyes popped open.

      Her feet dangled five feet from the grass.

      Trigg stood below her. He wore his backpack and clutched at the straps that encircled his shoulders. A hoard of twenty imp-like creatures with wings, armed with swords and spears, surrounded him. Several of them carried burning torches. Next to Trigg stood Barnabus. Terryn recognized him from her vision but was struck speechless by his large eyes. At twelve feet tall with his feet on the ground, his eyes were level with her own. Those golden orbs dissected her every thought. She felt like a child whose parents were sad because she’d been bad. She squirmed as his warm, muscled arms plucked her from the imp’s talons like a mother lifting a child from its stroller, and he gently set her on the grass.

      Murmuring a quick thanks, she escaped his reach and hid behind Trigg. The imps encircled them. They reeked of sweaty wild animals. The smell put Terryn on edge. She didn’t care if Trigg thought they were the good guys. To her, they looked like the bad guys from Lord of the Rings, but with wings.

      If it wasn’t for Trigg or Barnabus, she wouldn’t have been surprised if one of the imps put a knife to her throat. She wished she had a knife of her own. Why aren’t my hands shaking? I should be terrified, but I’m so angry.

      “You should have stayed where you were,” Trigg whispered at her over his shoulder between clenched teeth.

      “Like I had a choice. That thing didn’t exactly ask my preference before it snatched me up and flew into the air. He deserves to be punched.” Terryn didn’t bother to keep her voice low, and a collective growl emanated from the flying creatures.

      “Peace, my Gorriak brethren.” The gargoyle held out his hands. “The Daughter of Earth means us no harm.”

      “You must be Barnabus,” Terryn said.

      “And you must be Terryn, the sister guardian,” Barnabus responded, his voice low and cautious as if he spoke to a skittish kitten. “Trigg says you watch his back while he journeys to the fields. Not all sleepers are so fortunate. Murdoch has requested you should travel with us.”

      “No! No one said anything about her coming!” Trigg’s protest was drowned out by the sound of heavy wing beats and screams overhead. A dark-winged imp dropped Ava onto the grass. Wide-eyed, she scrambled to her feet and pushed past Terryn to get to Trigg.

      “Please save me,” she said between gasps and sobs. “I thought you were lying about breaking up so I went to the garage. And . . . and then . . . this thing came.” She flung her arms around Trigg’s neck and sobbed into his shoulder. “What is happening? I’m so scared!”

      Trigg held Ava to his chest. “It’s okay. Don’t be scared.” Trigg stroked her dark hair. Looking over the top of her head, he demanded, “What’s she here for?”

      Barnabus raised an eyebrow at the imp who’d brought her. The creature cringed under his glare. “Sorry, thought she was the sister guardian.”

      Barnabus sighed. He waved his hand over Ava’s head and spoke under his breath. Ava’s eyes shut, and she slumped into Trigg’s arms.

      Trigg lowered her to the ground and said, “Everything will be fine when you wake up.” He kissed her forehead.

      “Barnabus,” Trigg continued, snapping the consonants short. “What is going on?”

      “Ava is not supposed to come. As for your sister, you’ll have to ask that to Murdoch. I only follow his orders, and that is what he requires,” Barnabus replied. “But, I can tell you, Terryn must enter Imperious Nox this night. Since we last met, she has become wo’ken.”

      “What?” Terryn and Trigg exclaimed.

      “You’re nuts,” Terryn added. “I think I’d know if I’d escaped the sleeper fields in my sleep.”

      “Leaving the sleeper fields is the most common way beings become wo’ken, but not the only way.” He paused, waiting to see if they could figure out what he meant.

      A thought tickled at the back of Terryn’s head. As a guardian, De’nah Deborah had tried to kill Trigg to keep him from escaping the sleeper fields. Could it have been for a different reason?

      “Barnabus?” Terryn pursed her lips. “What exactly makes a sleeper become wo’ken?”

      “What a dumb question. I told you it’s when the person leaves the fields and goes into the world of Imperious Nox,” Trigg said. “We’re not in a sleeper field, so there’s no way you can be wo’ken.”

      “Leaving the sleeper field is not the only action that makes you wo’ken,” Barnabus said. “In your case, it was when you entered the dream stream in the Between.”

      Terryn gasped with realization. “I’ve done that. Haven’t I?”

      Barnabus nodded. “Your one hundred nights started ticking this morning.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Trigg protested. “She can’t—”

      A piercing musical note cut Trigg off, echoed through the mist, and vibrated Terryn with its intensity. The imps quieted. Their ears twitched like cats, homing in on the sound’s location.

      “Curse the eight gates!” Barnabus spat. “The Horn of Eleuthia. The United have come to contest your decision. Let’s go, everyone. Look sharp and make for the southern portal.”

      The gargoyle spread his wings and glided into the mist, toward the front of the house where Terryn had seen the portal open. The imps and Trigg followed. One skinny imp with tiny wings and a thin black goatee slung Ava onto his back. Barnabus saw what he was doing and said, “Leave her.”

      The piercing long note of a horn sounded again. Studying the sky, the gargoyle added, “Come, we must leave here before the United arrive. This is not the place for a battle.”

      His comment impressed Terryn. De’nah Deborah had made it seem like the Divided were so terrible. Yet, Barnabus didn’t seem like he wanted to fight. It didn’t make sense. Terryn hadn’t felt like either of them was lying, but someone was misinformed at best.

      “We can’t just leave Ava here in the grass!” Trigg protested.

      “Lemrick?” Barnabus said as a humanoid soldier with a lizard head stepped out from the fog. “A dream bridge, please. To return this one to her room. Meet us back at the portal when you’re done.” The lizard saluted, then with a practiced hand, she performed a silent spell. A shining blue light appeared at the soldier’s claw tip. She drew straight down, and the glow extended into a narrow vertical line. Gathering Ava into her scaly arms, Lemrick ducked through the line that parted like a tent flap. Terryn caught a glimpse of pink carpet, the same as in Ava’s room, then the line dissipated with a fizzle.

      “All good?” Barnabus asked Trigg, who nodded his thanks. Barnabus turned to the rest of the imps. “Okay, let’s clear out before the United show up. Return to your firefly portals and make sure they’re closed behind you,” Barnabus directed. “Squads Lima and Bravo, you’re with me and the wo’ken.” Looking over his shoulder, Barnabus added, “Trigg, Terryn, that means you.”

      The imps saluted and scattered into groups of two and three. Barnabus turned and jogged into the mist, toward the back property line of the Children’s Home. Two groups of imps broke off from the main group, and Trigg followed.

      Terryn hesitated even though the twin tug pulled her toward them. An imp noticed her laggardness and said, “Keep up, pretty one. You’re not going to let your brother leave without you, are you?”

      Terryn didn’t respond. Not because she recognized the imp as Ul’leek, the one who had captured her earlier, but because she felt a magical compulsion coming from the imp commanding her to follow his suggestion. It was subtle, but after years of the twin tug pulling her insides, she recognized the magical pull of suggestion and resisted. With the magic not working, the imp reached for her sleeve. She batted him away.

      “Don’t touch me.” She flashed a smug smile. “I’ll come when I want.”

      “Oh no you don’t,” he growled. “Can’t leave you here for the United to catch.”

      He grabbed Terryn’s right wrist. Then, half flying and half pulling, he dragged her around the corner of the garage. Up ahead, Terryn saw Trigg, Barnabus, and the other imps near the wood line. Beside them the portal shone. It was as tall as Barnabus and four times as wide. Its spiral arms glimmered and turned like a miniature galaxy. Through its translucent opening, a thick, bioluminescent forest glowed in twilight. Evergreen trees with trunks wider than an elephant’s girth towered over a thick mat of pine needles and scattered piles of pine cones. Giant fireflies flashed like large lanterns in the space between the tree trunks.

      “Let me go!” Terryn yelled at Ul’leek. “I can walk myself!”

      She yanked her wrists back, shifting her center of gravity. The imp lost his balance in midair. Terryn twisted from his grasp and fell to one knee, catching the imp with her shoulder. She grabbed his stubby arm and flipped him like a sack of potatoes. He landed on his back, wings splayed. Terryn pinned him with her elbow. The imp roared. The smell of rotten, burned eggs blasted Terryn’s face.

      Terryn glared at the imp dead in the eyes and resisted the urge to gag. “Now. Here’s what’s going to happen. I’m going to let you up and then you are—”

      A quick movement in Terryn’s peripheral vision was her only warning. Ul’leek let out a blood-curdling screech and struggled to break free, dragging his claws along her arms. Terryn quickly rolled over, letting go. He clawed at the grass, howling in pain. A silver arrow was lodged in his wing tip. Gray blood streamed over his pale green skin. Ul’leek scampered into the misty shadows, whimpering, his wing dragging behind him.

      Searching for the source of the arrow, Terryn found a second portal behind her. It gleamed within the dense evergreen bushes that lined the Children’s Home’s front fence line. Within its shimmery depths, Terryn saw a rocky valley surrounded by snow-capped peaks. In the middle of the valley, a castle floated in a pink sky with three setting suns, or moons—she didn’t know which. A dirt road wound through the valley and to the portal entrance. On it, medieval knights marched into the yard. They were led by an armor-clad woman on horseback with a dark braid. Recognition flashed through Terryn with dread. It was De’nah Deborah, the woman from the sleep clinic. Terryn guessed she was coming to fulfill her promise: a battle would happen tonight.

      No, this can’t be happening. Deborah lied. They’re the ones coming to destroy us. I shouldn’t have trusted her.

      The horn sounded again, proving to Terryn that she was not imagining things. The knights marched through the mist into Terryn’s yard. They wore leather and metal armor and carried swords, axes, and silver bows and arrows. As soon as they saw the other portal, they charged.

      Terryn spun back around. I have to be dreaming, she thought, but she knew she wasn’t. Was there anything she could do to stop the fight? Trigg and the imps were already at the portal. She was half a football field away. Too far to help. Run. I need to run.

      From the portal entrance, Trigg motioned for Terryn to hurry. As she sprinted, Terryn couldn’t help thinking that of course an advancing army would be what it would take for her brother to change his mind.

      Next to Trigg, a large buffalo creature standing on two legs bellowed orders, which were drowned out by the approaching army. Based on the creature’s hoof motions, it was likely yelling, “Retreat!” The remaining imps followed with the buffalo backing in last. Only Trigg remained. He looked anxiously over his shoulder at the portal.

      Once the buffalo soldier crossed its threshold, the portal began to close, spinning faster. Terryn pushed herself harder. She would make it. Just keep moving. Her breath caught in her throat. Just a little bit farther.

      Then, several yards from Trigg and the portal entrance, a cold force hit her back. The magic spread through her limbs and froze her muscles. She couldn’t even move her lips. Her organs still worked, but her muscles refused to obey. She inhaled and exhaled against the freeze spell. Nothing worked. She couldn’t move.

      No, no, no! Must reach the portal. Must get to Trigg.

      Why had she hesitated? What a dumb decision. She would have made it through in another second. Terryn met the realization in her brother’s wide eyes. Her heart sank. She wasn’t going to make it in time. Then she heard the clanks and footfalls of the army behind her and De’nah Deborah.

      “Terryn! No!” Trigg launched himself back across the lawn. He only made it two strides when Barnabus appeared and caught him up. He moved toward Terryn, but a wave of silver arrows fell in front of him. He shielded himself and Trigg with his wing and retreated toward the shrinking portal. For a brief second, Terryn was grateful to Barnabus. At least one of them wouldn’t be trapped by the United. Trigg would make it to Imperious Nox, and his night terrors would get better.

      Trigg and Barnabus entered the portal into the forest, into another dimension uncountable trillions of light-years away.

      The twin tug doused every atom of her being in liquid fire. The pain twisted deeper and deeper. Fear blossomed and turned her vision red. Every thought, desire, and feeling that made her Terryn was stripped away. The only thing that remained was the pain. Only the freezing spell kept her standing.

      She screamed in wordless agony.

      The portal closed.

      The twin tug snapped through her muscles like a broken rubber band. The force from the tug breaking also released the freezing spell. Terryn collapsed and doubled over, screaming. Her vision turned white. Tiny lightning bolts exploded across her body. Every spot they struck felt like ten thousand diamond-edge knives cutting her from the inside out.

      She became numb. Acceptance blossomed. She pushed herself to her knees, head bowed. Metal-sheathed feet surrounded her, but she didn’t register them. There was only pain. She willed the lightning to strike harder, faster, and it did. Slowly, she stood and raised her arms, welcoming its fire. It pierced through her numbness. There was ecstasy within the pain. It made her feel alive. That she was still alive, was thrilling in of itself.

      Is this what dying feels like?

      Half her brain registered and calculated how much more pain she could take. The other half felt like she was watching herself, watch herself. She looked up, and a version of herself floated above her like a guardian angel. This apparition had the same red-streaked hair, the same light eyes. The same button nose, yet her skin was paler, translucent, and her eyes burned with an ancient knowledge. She wore a flowing robe of white.

      I’m definitely hallucinating, Terryn decided. Or dead. The tug has killed me.

      The angel Terryn floated down. She reached out and took Terryn’s hand. Raising her to her feet, the angel Terryn smoothed back Earth Terryn’s hair and then kissed her forehead.

      Let go, the angel’s voice, which sounded like her own, commanded in her head.

      Terryn let her head fall back and screamed. Shock waves exploded from her.

      The pain disappeared.

      Terryn crumpled.

      The last thing she saw before blacking out were the bodies of fallen United soldiers littering the ground.
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      Strong hands restrained Trigg. Through the portal opening, Terryn was frozen in mid-stride. Behind her, the United Army filled the front yard of the Children’s Home. Trigg pulled against Barnabus, but the gargoyle didn’t release his grip.

      “Let her go, Earth boy,” Trigg heard, but he wouldn’t stop struggling. “She is beyond help.”

      “That’s my sister. She needs my help!” Trigg shouted back. He tried to wrench his arms from Barnabus’s grip.

      The portal began to spin shut.

      “Wait!” Trigg yelled. “Terryn, no!”

      De’nah Deborah rode a horse right behind Terryn and dismounted.

      Then, the portal snapped shut.

      Pain ripped through Trigg’s abdomen. He felt like a rubber band snapped inside his gut. The force jolted him.

      “No!” His body crumpled in Barnabus’s arms. The gargoyle lowered him to the forest floor. “Terryn!” he cried and punched the ground. “It’s my fault. She’s hurt and it’s my fault! She shouldn’t have come.”

      He lay on a bed of pine needles and curled into a ball. He yelled again, fighting against the pain in his stomach, and then clenched his teeth. He squeezed his eyes shut. He pressed his fingers to his temples, trying to control the pain.

      Something’s wrong. What is happening to me?

      More spasms of pain ricocheted through his stomach walls. It was so intense, he had to sit up and grip his midsection.

      “What is happening?” he gasped to Barnabus. “My stomach is on fire!”

      “Were you and your sister connected by magic?”

      The tug. “Maybe? She called it the twin tug. Only she could feel it.”

      Barnabus looked concerned. “That sounds like a magical bond of some sort. If you were not the one bonded, then your pain will pass. The portal snapped the connection between you two. That is how portals work. They break all ties.”

      Trigg gazed into the forest shadows that were draped in a moving curtain of firefly lights. Behind him the imps clattered their gear. “Will Terryn be okay?”

      “I have seen too many strange things in the dream to say,” the gargoyle responded. His somber voice sounded heavy. “People who were supposed to be dead, live, and supposed to live, die. When a bond breaks, it can kill the bonded. The pain is excruciating, but your sister is strong. She may yet live.”

      “She has to live,” said Trigg. He sucked in a painful breath. “I’m sure she’ll live. Deborah will heal her again. It was her fault. Her arrow hit the imp.”

      A low growl emitted from Barnabus. “She risks outright war. That’s not like her. I’ve fought against her for centuries. She follows the treaty to the letter.”

      “Then why would she do that? I choose the Divided. Shouldn’t that mean the United’s supposed to leave me alone?”

      “What she did was skirt the meaning of the treaty. You had committed to the Divided, but your sister, technically, had not. She used your sister to attempt to thwart us leaving Earth completely,” Barnabus growled.

      “That’s not very honorable.”

      “Knowing her, when there’s a greater good, it doesn’t matter.” The gargoyle looked away from Trigg. His golden eyes stared off the path into the woods, both alert and sad.

      Rage burned through Trigg. He pushed down his pain from the twin tug breaking. In those final seconds before the portal closed, Terryn had looked terrified. And before that De’nah Deborah had fired several arrows at her and the imp.

      Why can’t she leave me alone? This should be over, but now she has my sister.

      “We must move,” Barnabus said. “We must return to the city by daybreak.”

      “What?” Trigg turned in confusion. The Gorriak, instead of making camp for the night like he’d thought, had cleaned their weapons and packed their gear. Two of the imps carried torches that burned green. Fireflies flew around the flickering flames. “What about Terryn? We can’t leave without her. Can’t you open the portal and go get her?”

      “I’m sorry, Trigg. That’s impossible. The portals are not like the gateways. They only open when the correct stars and planets are aligned. Too much time has passed. There’s no way to weave the needed spell and have it open in the correct spot.”

      His face crumpled. “You mean I’m never going to see her again?” He grabbed Barnabus. “There has to be another way. If she’s still on Earth, the United could have captured her—brought her here to Imperious Nox.” He refused to admit he had failed her.

      “Trigg, we don’t even know for sure if she’s alive. Whatever magic connection you had—if it was a bond—is fairly serious. In fact”—Barnabus narrowed his gold eyes and examined Trigg—“you don’t look too good.”

      “You think?” Trigg huffed. Black spots flecked his vision. “I just abandoned my sister, who, at best, will never even know I existed. I am a failure.” A spasm of pain triggered a coughing fit so hard, Trigg had to stop walking. Barnabus stopped also and pulled something from a satchel belted across his shoulder.

      “Here. Drink this.” Barnabus handed him a silver flask. It smelled minty. “It’s a healing potion. It will calm your stomach long enough to reach the Second City.”

      Trigg took a long swig. The thick liquid, which tasted and felt like pureed kale and mint, slid down his throat. He was so tired of messing everything up. He had made it to Imperious Nox, but the cost of not knowing what had happened to Terryn was too high. And he knew just who to blame. The potion cooled his stomach, and he felt well enough to stand. He took a second swig and handed the flask back. Someday, he would see De’nah Deborah again and he would be ready.

      “Better?” Barnabus asked.

      “Much.”

      “Good. Lemrick just arrived. Time to head out. Dangerous creatures walk the forest when the second moon rises,” Barnabus explained. He signaled the imps to follow him and began walking through the underbrush. “Come,” he called over his shoulder. “We will not join them in the dream this night.”

      Trigg grabbed his backpack and ran to catch up. His stomach felt raw. He wouldn’t mind meeting a nightmare in the flesh. It would give him something to fight. Anything would be better than being alone with his negative thoughts.

      “The best thing you can do for Terryn right now is to get back to the city. Perhaps one of the gateways will show what happened to her.”

      “Yes, perhaps she’s fine. De’nah Deborah didn’t think she was wo’ken so she could still be on Earth.” Cheered at the prospect of getting some answers, Trigg picked up his pace to match the gargoyle’s long strides. At least the health potion had worked.

      After the party had marched for a while, Trigg realized the fireflies were not only staying with them, but new fireflies were joining them. They wrapped the party in a curtain of blinking light, illuminating their way and giving a hazy illumination to the woodland path.

      A nearby imp caught his gaze and said, “It’s a firefly shield, Earth boy.” The imp swung his torch in an arch above his pointy ears. “They’s follows the greenie light. Keepith away the creepies.”

      Wrapped in the firefly shield, the party journeyed through the night for hours. They were attacked in the forest several times by creatures. Trigg couldn’t see them because of the dark, but each time, right before a gust of wind blew through the party, goosebumps rose along his arms, and the top of his spine tingled. The smoke and fireflies didn’t move in the wind, even though Trigg’s shirt fluttered like a flag. Each time the wind came, the imps encircled Trigg and faced outward, swords bared, while Barnabus went into the woods. He returned ten or fifteen minutes later smelling of burnt tar, but nothing worse. He seemed unfazed and would signal to move on.

      After the second attack, Trigg asked if the Divided like to do anything else besides fighting in Imperious Nox. The imps looked at each other and shrugged. One with overly large eyes that made him look like an ugly, bald baby, ventured, “There is the Festival of Wings.”

      The other imps gave nods all around.

      “Yes, yes. Good eating during the festival,” one with an overly large nose added.

      “And fighting!” exclaimed the tallest imp. His bulky stature made it seem like he could have had a goblin in his ancestry.

      Trigg rolled his eyes and smiled. The imp’s enthusiasm was contagious. “Oh brother. So even your parties have fighting?”

      The imps nodded vigorously. “The Arena fights are the best.”

      “To the death!”

      “Sounds like a blast,” Trigg added. Barnabus picked up on his sarcasm and added, “Don’t judge. The fights do include criminals, but it is also a venue where our most skilled fighters go to display their talent. Yes, many die, but it is an honorable death. The winner becomes the Queen’s Champion. It’s a coveted position.”

      “Very exciting!” the imps chimed.

      Trigg smiled and nodded, somewhat sorry he asked. What had he gotten himself into? Maybe Terryn not making it through the portal was a good thing. The Arena sounded violent. Hopefully she’s okay. Maybe De’nah Deborah healed her. He spent the time worrying about her until the wind creatures came again. Barnabus disappeared into the conifers, ax drawn. When he emerged, his leather wing had a ragged hole burned into it. When he saw Trigg looking at his wing in the torchlight, he bared his canines. An adrenaline-filled smile stretched across his muzzle.

      “Nothing a healing potion won’t cure. Can’t say the same for the other guy.” Barnabus grunted and motioned for the group to carry on.

      An hour or two later, they arrived at the city wall. Trigg recognized it from his night terrors. Hundreds of green torches bathed it in an eerie glow. It was well into the early morning hours, and two of the world’s three moons hung high in a cloudy sky, gleaming like silver slivers. Sweat slid down Trigg’s back and made his shirt stick to his skin in bunches. Even worse, his stomach had started hurting again. When he realized they still had to cross a half-mile clearing to get to the city gate, he felt like his legs might give out, but he pushed forward. For Terryn. He would be strong for her. He hoped she was okay. Barnabus implied that she could be, so Trigg held out hope that Murdoch would know more once they reached camp.

      A hundred steps from the main gate, the group passed through the wards. Trigg shivered as the cold magic crossed his skin. Their entrance sent blue ripples out and up from where they entered and along the wall in either direction. As the ripples traveled to the top of the wards, they revealed just how massive the area cocooned in protection was. Then, the ripples disappeared, turning the wards invisible once again.

      Small guard houses dotted the tops of the walls. The path led to two such houses, larger than the rest, that guarded a double-wide gate. Fauns, half-man, half-goat creatures, stood at attention. Spiral horns poked through holes cut into their helmet. Their red-and-gold armor glinted in the light cast by the party’s green torches. Barnabus signaled a halt and went to speak with a goat soldier with extra patches on his tunic. The two gestured adamantly for a few minutes. Barnabus flapped his wings in agitation and the guard relented. He blew a few quick blasts on a small horn, and the wooden gate creaked open.

      Barnabus rejoined them, and the party trudged through the gate. Once inside, the dirt path turned into stone and led into a field of hundreds of tents. The night obscured the full view, but the glowing campfires that dotted the field made Trigg feel small.

      As they walked deeper into the tents, the imps left in twos and threes, disappearing down small dirt paths into the field of campfires. After a while, just Trigg, Barnabus, and Lemrick remained. Eventually, the stone path broke into multiple smaller stone paths. Barnabus followed the leftmost path down to a cul-de-sac. Smoking embers filled the firepit surrounded by four or five tents. Trigg couldn’t tell exactly how many in the dark.

      “The tent there is yours.” Barnabus pointed to the smallest tent, which looked big enough to hold six people. Lemrick saluted Barnabus and disappeared into a bigger tent nearby. After she left, Barnabus added, “Get some rest. Something tells me the morning will bring nothing good with it.”

      “Is something wrong?” Trigg asked.

      “I don’t know. I asked about news of Terryn at the gate. Deborah’s unit was seen returning to the First City, but no mention of a new wo’ken accompanying her. I’ll check again in the morning, but in the meantime, get some sleep.” Barnabus turned to leave.

      “Barnabus?” Trigg asked. His voice was quiet, unsure. The gargoyle paused, his back to Trigg. “Do you think she’s alive?”

      “I do not know,” Barnabus replied over his shoulder, keeping his back to Trigg. “Get some sleep, Son of Earth. The morning will bring answers. Better to face them well-rested.”

      Trigg watched Barnabus head toward what he assumed was Murdoch’s tent. He brushed aside a nagging sense of unease about his sister.

      I should listen to Barnabus and try to sleep.

      Trigg settled into bed. He dreamed dark dreams. Terryn was lost, and he had to find her before De’nah Deborah. He searched through the pine tree forest. Dark creatures rustled in the shadows. He heard Terryn shouting in the distance. Just when he was about to reach her, the sound would change direction. After the fourth time, Trigg collapsed into a bed of pine needles. Fireflies danced around him. A pair of slanted glowing eyes watched him from high in the tree boughs.

      A dark form rustled the forest floor, and the eyes were connected to a large body. A massive black dragon emerged from between the trees. Somewhere in the distance, a fire alarm blared. Opening a mouth full of teeth, the dragon breathed a spear of flame that engulfed his vision.

      Trigg woke up sweating. He bolted out of bed, fists clenched. A loud horn blared outside announcing morning roll call. The tents around him stirred with energy.

      Terryn. Need to find Barnabus. Remembering their conversation from the night before, Trigg wondered if the scouting parties had discovered anything about Terryn while he slept. He wanted to talk to Barnabus before anything else this morning.

      Bleary-eyed, he stumbled in a circle around his bed before finding his backpack on the other side of the tent. He unzipped it and extracted a clean pair of rugged black cargo shorts and a Metallica T-shirt. He had pulled them half on when the thought struck him. I had a night terror. Crap! Wasn’t coming here supposed to make those stop? Trigg pulled on his shorts. Did Murdoch lie? He couldn’t have. Could he? I need to ask Barnabus.

      Trigg grabbed his zip-up hoodie and left the tent. Outside, the sky was still dark with stars. A soft red glow shone in the east. The morning air filled with activity and the smell of new campfires.

      Several creatures huddled around the fire at the center of his cul-de-sac. A small cook fire burned in the fire ring. A metal grate lay across the rocks on which an assortment of breakfast foods sizzled.

      Trigg sniffed the air. He smelled sage sausage, green peppers, and honey biscuits. His stomach rumbled.

      “Good morning,” a lizard-like creature called. She wore leather armor with two rows of spikes down the spine. “I’m Lemrick. You must be the new wo’ken.”

      The lizard’s in-charge tone made Trigg, not wanting to be rude, hesitate on the pebbled path. I don’t want to mess up on the first day. Maybe I’ll wait for Barnabus to find me. Surely, he’d come as soon as he heard something. He nodded at the lizard.

      “Yeah, I’m Trigg. We met last night.”

      Lemrick nodded. “I want you to know I left your girlfriend safe in her bed. She seemed fine.”

      “Thank you. We weren’t dating that long, but it’s good to know she’s safe.” If only I could know the same thing about Terryn.

      “I was sorry to hear about your sister. A bond spell . . .” The lizard shook her head. “That’s tough.”

      A boy hunched over by the fire looked up quizzically. He looked both older and younger than Trigg and had carrot-colored spiked hair and pointed ears. What caught Trigg’s attention were the flame tattoos curled around his arms, from shoulder to hand. They glowed like real flames, throwing light patterns of blood red, neon yellow, and ice blue onto the brown curly coat of the buffalo creature sitting next to him. The buffalo didn’t look up from eating a pile of stewed greens on his plate.

      “There’s a new wo’ken?” The fire-tattoo boy grinned. “Fresh meat!” A mocking smile wrinkled his cheeks, causing smaller tattoos lining his jaw to flash.

      “That’s Colmehyuff,” Lemrick told Trigg, nodding at the tattoo boy. “He’s a harmless fire sylph. You can ignore him, but he probably won’t let you with his mouth and all.” A hint of a smile twinkled in her eyes.

      “Then that there is Storm of Grimm,” she continued, waving her hand toward the buffalo. “He goes by either name, but you’ll forget about him most times, he’s so quiet, but he’s more dangerous than any other creature in the camp except for me, your squad leader.” Her lizard face spread into a slow smile full of tiny, serrated teeth that looked like miniature versions of the spikes on her armor. “But then, I’m only dangerous to new wo’ken who don’t follow directions.”

      Trigg gulped. She sounds serious, but maybe she’s joking? The fire sylph laughed.

      “Look at him. He believed you, sir.”

      Trigg relaxed into an embarrassed grin. She’s joking. Trigg glanced down and saw her lizard tail flick in annoyance. Kinda joking.

      “Gotta teach ’em while they’re young, Colmehyuff, otherwise they’ll end up like you. Come. Sit.” She motioned Trigg to a log near the fire. “Eat. You must be hungry. Pick-up patrol isn’t normally so exciting.”

      “Right. I need to speak to Barnabus,” Trigg said, hesitating by the path that led out into the city.

      “Eat. He’ll be by soon enough, and you won’t find him any sooner by getting lost in the city,” Lemrick said.

      Realizing she was right, Trigg looked for a seat. He chose a log away from the buffalo, which put him closer to the fire sylph. Colmehyuff leaned over to him and said, “You can call me Cole. Everyone does except for her.”

      “Okay. Cool,” Trigg responded. “What’s a sylph?”

      “We’re like a cross between fairies and elementals.” Cole held out his hand, and a small flame burst into existence. The magic smelled like ashes and ozone. It made Trigg’s hair rise. If his new friend was harmless, then what could Grimm and Lemrick do? Imperious Nox seemed more and more dangerous.

      “Hey, new boy. What do they like to eat where you come from?” Lemrick called. She loaded a steel plate with various breakfast options on the fire grate by stabbing them with a poker.

      “Um. Food?” Trigg replied. He inhaled again. The sweet smell of bread rolls drifted around the campfire. His stomach rumbled.

      “I’m sure you like food, but what kind? We’re all from different sectors, and each world has different kinds of foods. Eat the wrong kind, and well, that’s not so good for you, right?”

      “Um, right. Of course, everyone eats different stuff.” Trigg smiled, trying to make up for his ignorance. “These biscuits look good. They look like cinnamon rolls back on Earth.”

      “Earth!” Cole gasped. Lemrick’s poker stick clattered on the grate. Grimm stopped chewing.

      “Yeah . . .” Trigg said. Their reaction surprised him. “Earth, third planet from the sun and all?”

      “Soldier, there’s nine sectors in the known universe and twenty-seven suns total, but every child, no matter their home planet, grows up learning about Earth,” Lemrick responded.

      “Twenty-seven? What’s so special about Earth?”

      “Humanoids from Earth don’t get wo’ken,” Cole responded. “They just don’t.”

      “Are you calling me a liar?” Trigg retorted. “You were there yourself last night.”

      Lemrick spread her hands. “Nobody is saying any such thing, right?” She cocked her head at Cole who shrugged and shook his head. “See, Trigg? No one is saying any such thing. We go on missions to Earth, but I’ve never heard of a wo’ken from Earth, and it’s been 280 years or so since I first entered the dream.”

      “Well, they do now. Both me and my—” Warm pressure on his shoulder made Trigg stop talking. Barnabus stood above him and addressed Lemrick.

      “Good morning, squad leader. Your unit is running late. I expect to see that campfire put out and cleaned up when I return,” Barnabus said.

      Lemrick snapped to attention. “Yes, sir! Sorry, sir!” She saluted. Behind her, Cole started putting out the fire with his bare hands. He picked up an ember and blew on it, sending out a jot of flame. Then, he closed his hands around it and rubbed. When he opened his hand again, the ember was black as coal. Trigg realized his mouth was hanging open. He couldn’t help wondering if it would be just as cold, too. Cole’s tattoos gleamed even brighter.

      Lemrick reached over and pushed his mouth closed. “Don’t worry,” she said. “It gets easier after a while.”

      Grimm snorted, and an impression of emotion entered Trigg’s mind that made it seem as if he could understand what the buffalo was saying without words. “As if anyone could get used to Cole.”

      “Come, young one,” Barnabus said, a smile on his snout. He led Trigg through the camp to Murdoch’s tent. “How is your stomach?” the gargoyle asked as they walked.

      “It hurts still,” Trigg admitted.

      In Murdoch’s tent, the remains of bacon and eggs covered two porcelain plates. Trigg sniffed appreciatively. He hadn’t eaten at the campfire. Murdoch brooded on a wooden chair. The mood felt tense.

      Murdoch finally broke the silence. “Where is Terryn?” he hissed.

      “We were attacked by a United patrol,” Barnabus replied. “De’nah Deborah, herself, led the party and shot the imp carrying the girl. The United commander then deployed a stunning spell on the girl, and we were unable to retrieve her before the portal closed.”

      Murdoch slammed his fist on the wooden table. The ceramic dishes rattled.

      “Damn, those United scum!” Murdoch yelled. “They’re so enamored with their precious prophecy, they probably don’t even realize what she is. Barnabus you’ve ruined everything. Almost three years of work. And a lifetime in preparation before that.” He pounded the table again.

      “Barnabus didn’t ruin everything,” Trigg protested. The words sounded forced to his ears. Why can’t I keep my mouth shut? Bile rose in Trigg’s throat. He swallowed, forcing the salty substance into his stomach. It caused a dull pain, a residual hurt from the bond of the twin tug snapping.

      “Oh?” Murdoch glared at him. “Do you care to explain?”

      His tone sent alarm bells through Trigg. Murdoch wanted him to shut up, but it was too late. Trigg couldn’t not defend Barnabus. He cleared his throat. “If it wasn’t for Barnabus, no one would have made it back. Not to mention on the journey from the portal, we were attacked like three times. Besides, you said the entire reason was to get me off of Earth.”

      Murdoch leaned back in his chair and scratched his narrow chin. “You were not the only reason, Earth boy. Just a helpful distraction. Your sister, Terryn. She was the mission’s true objective.”

      Shock rocked Trigg back onto his heels. “What do you mean? She didn’t even wake in the sleeper fields.”

      “She is the rarest and most powerful kind of dream guardian. I saw her fall through the dream bridge in the gateway. That could only happen if she were a wanderer. If the United could see past their narrow belief that there is more than one way to become wo’ken, they would have sent more than a single patrol. Dream guardians are divided into three categories: warrior, watcher, walker. You are a walker. Once you finish training, you will be able to walk into anyone’s dream and fight the evil there. Commander Deborah and Barnabus are watchers. They guard the sleepers and the walkers. The third kind of guardians are warriors. They have elite magical abilities that help maintain the dimensions themselves.

      “But there is a fourth kind of guardian called a wanderer. They’re so rare that they’ve been forgotten by most except myself and De’nah Deborah. We are the ones who guard the towers’ gateways.

      “They wander the dream stream and can foretell the future. For every thousand other types of dream guardian, there’s maybe, maybe one wanderer found. If she’d come here and realized her full power under my leadership, the Queen of the Night would no longer see the Gorriak battalion as lesser warriors. She would have been a mighty aid, but that future has escaped us all. Trigg, you most of all will regret her loss. All this work invested into you, night after night for over a year, to get to her. And now all that effort is ruined.”

      “Commander, why didn’t you bring me into your confidence sooner?” Barnabus cried. “I would have done all in my power to save her.”

      “It was not you I didn’t trust, Barnabus, but your counterpart. De’nah Deborah. If, for some reason, she’d seen your attention focused on Terryn, it would have only been a matter of time before she discovered her.”

      “You can’t feel bad, Barnabus,” Trigg said. He couldn’t bear to see Barnabus upset. “Look how much trouble she caused when she thought you were helping me escape the sleeper fields.”

      “My shame is unbearable.” Barnabus bowed his head. His wing tips wilted. “If you will permit it, I will enter myself in the Arena.”

      “No,” Murdoch spat. His gaze drifted over Trigg’s shoulder. “What a waste.” He shook his head and then picked up his fork and stabbed a slab of meat that looked like ham. “I won’t allow you to sacrifice yourself in that way, soldier.” He shoved a chunk into his mouth and chewed noisily. Grabbing what may have once been a white rag, he wiped his mouth and then swallowed. He slouched back onto his chair, heaved a breath, and tossed the rag onto his unfinished plate.

      “You will be reassigned. Your new mission will be to train that one.” Murdoch pointed at Trigg. “He will go to the Arena in your place.”

      “Commander!” Barnabus straightened out of his slump. “He is untrained. They’ll tear him apart!”

      “All the more reason to be successful. After the tournament—either way—you will return here with full rank restored.” Murdoch smiled evilly.

      “What is—” Trigg was cut off by Barnabus’s giant hand on his shoulder. The gargoyle squeezed in warning.

      “Yes, Commander.” Barnabus ducked his head. “We will prepare for the Arena. Come, young one. There is much work to be done.”

      Trigg pulled away from Barnabus. “I have a question. If she’s so important, why don’t you just wait for the next firefly portal to open and go back and get her?”

      Murdoch shook his head slowly. “Because, my dear Son of Earth, you killed her.”

      “What? No!” Trigg whispered. He sank to his knees. The despair he’d been holding back since last night overcame him. He’s just saying that. He turned to Barnabus, hoping the gargoyle would tell him Murdoch was wrong. “He’s lying, right? The scouting parties—one of them will have seen her.” Pity filled Barnabus’s large eyes, and Trigg’s heart sank.

      “No lies, young one,” Barnabus said. “Murdoch is a walker, himself, and saw her first years ago. That is how I was able to find you before the United and keep you safe for so many nights. And there is no news. I’m sorry.”

      “I don’t understand then,” Trigg cried. Tears spilled down his cheeks. He couldn’t believe Murdoch, but he could believe Barnabus. “How could she die? I saw her when the portal closed. She looked fine.”

      “You didn’t see her after the portal closed, but you felt an echo of her pain,” Barnabus responded.

      “Her pain?” He wiped his nose. A coldness crept around his heart. This couldn’t be true.

      “Yes, your stomach pain from last night was a residual effect. I didn’t want to tell you, but I suspected she may have died when your pain was so intense. You both shared a bond and it was broken when the portal closed.”

      “Did she ever seem overly protective of you?” Murdoch asked, leaning forward in his chair.

      “Yeah. She always had to be near me. Even when I had to stay in the hospital overnight, she insisted on coming. She said it hurt when I was too far away.” He stopped before revealing the name Terryn gave it. They didn’t need to know that. It seemed too personal. He wasn’t ready to say it out loud.

      Murdoch and Barnabus nodded knowingly.

      “It’s very painful to have a bond broken,” Murdoch said. “It would have released all her magic into herself and killed her.”

      “I’m sorry, Trigg,” Barnabus said. “Once De’nah Deborah wove the freeze spell on Terryn, there was nothing we could have done.”

      “You’re wrong. We could have stayed. We could have fought.” Trigg bowed his head. Grief overwhelmed him as the truth set in. I failed her. We failed her.

      Murdoch chuckled. “Not so ready to defend, now that you understand.”

      “Commander!” Barnabus interjected. He then turned to Trigg. “What could we have done, Trigg? Stay and be killed or risk capture ourselves? We were outnumbered. You said it yourself. Nothing could have been done.”

      “That was before I knew we were handing Terryn a death sentence,” Trigg growled. “De’nah Deborah deserves to die.”

      “And she will, my dear boy,” Murdoch said. “It will be my great pleasure when that time comes.”

      More tears slid down Trigg’s cheeks. He didn’t bother to wipe them away this time. No, not Deborah. He deserved to die. He deserved to go to the Arena. He should have tried harder to save her.

      “Come, young one,” Barnabus said. “Let’s go.” The gargoyle shepherded him out the door.

      Outside, the city bustled with noise and activity. It was the last thing Trigg wanted—to enter into the craziness. But neither did he want to return to Murdoch’s command tent. Indecision rooted him to the ground.

      “Here.” Barnabus unfurled his wings and crouched on all fours. “Jump on. We will find solace in the clouds.”

      They flew into the sky, and the feeling should have felt new and surreal, but instead of realizing that he was flying, Trigg buried his face into the short fur of Barnabus’s shoulders and cried. He could only think of Terryn. It didn’t seem real to him. She had been there one minute and gone the next. Surely, there had been a terrible mistake. But, no. Deborah’s arrows didn’t miss. She had threatened to prevent them from going with the Divided; she said they were enemies. Hoping she was still alive would lead him down a path of insanity. Of constantly second guessing. Terryn was gone. He had felt it. That pain after the portal closed. He couldn’t deny that. She was gone and nothing would change that. Then his tears started again. Why had he been so stupid?

      Round and round his thoughts went. After a while, his mind stilled. His arms and legs felt cramped. He lost track of time. They must have been flying for hours. Pink clouds scattered in the sky around them. The sun shone to the right overhead, meaning it was early afternoon. Below, trees and lakes flew by in miniature. Ahead, a large mountain range loomed. Barnabus landed on a nearby cliff top. Below was a sleeper field.

      Barnabus and Trigg sat in silence and looked at the view. Under different circumstances, Trigg would have been awestruck by the sight of the sleeper field stretching out below them into the rocky foothills. Except everything was so wrong. Terryn was supposed to be safe back on Earth. Coming to Imperious Nox was supposed to fix what was wrong. Instead, not understanding how his magic worked had made things worse. Trigg messed with the pebbles at his feet, picking them up and then hurling them over the one hundred-foot drop, one at a time.

      “You know she was my twin, right?” He barely waited for Barnabus’s nod before continuing. “That means we were super close. Growing up, we did everything together. She was my best friend and the only family I ever had. It’s not right what happened to her.”

      “Avenge her memory then,” Barnabus said. “It is our way. The watcher to guard, the warrior to gird, and the walker to guide the righteousness.”

      The recited words comforted Trigg. They sharpened his focus like the catechism he and Terryn would say during Sunday school. Peering into the mist that billowed around the sleeper field below, he could make out the darker rows of sleepers who had lives just like his sister. He wasn’t quite ready to think beyond her, but the words gave him a small hope that someday his pain would ease and allow him to protect other people’s sisters. Until then, he would embrace the anger that coursed through him and use it to learn his magic, learn how to defeat the United.

      “You’re right. I will fight in her memory. The United scum will regret the day they let my sister die.”

      “Aye, it will be a fitting tribute to your sister,” Barnabus said. “But first you must survive the Arena.”

      “What is so bad about the Arena?”

      “You could die. You probably will die. Normally, more experienced fighters enter its competitions. Murdoch will serve as your sponsor, and I will be your trainer. But you are not ready. It is a punishment to us both for failing your sister. You to die avenging her memory and I to watch.”

      Trigg picked up a nearby stone. Barnabus’s words didn’t scare him. He imagined tying his grief to it until only anger remained. He hurled it over the edge and watched it fall until it disappeared into the sleeper field.

      “I am already dead.”
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      Terryn woke up in a strange bed in a strange room. A white sheet, smelling of herbs she didn’t recognize, covered her. She lay on an itchy straw mattress that rustled when she shifted and wore a white, flowing shirt that didn’t belong to her. The ceiling and three surrounding walls were made from wood logs. The fourth wall hung from the beams and looked like burlap, thick enough to block the light glowing around its edges, but not enough to block the whispers that buzzed in her ears like concerned bumblebees.

      “I’m sorry, Commander. I can’t allow that,” a melodic female voice said in response to a request Terryn hadn’t heard.

      “Rihanna, please. Surely, Commander Deborah did not mean for the order to apply to me,” a male voice said. His tone conveyed confidence. “I heard the Daughter of Earth almost . . . died.”

      I what? Terryn thought. She remembered trying to pass through the portal to Trigg as it swirled shut but not much more. Did we make it through to Imperious Nox? Where is Trigg? She rolled to her side, hoping to get up. A sharp pain pierced her stomach, bringing her to a halt. Terryn whimpered and curled into a ball, grabbing her stomach.

      The twin tug. She’d been on the wrong side of the portal when it shut. It cut me off from Trigg. It was excruciating. I must have passed out from the pain.

      Her fingers touched a bandage wrapped around her midsection, beneath the white shirt. She gasped with pain. The voices stilled and then Terryn heard Rihanna say, “Hold on. I’ll check.” Footsteps approached. Terryn, on impulse, pulled the sheet to her chest and closed her eyes. The burlap wall swished to the side, and daylight pricked Terryn’s closed eyelids. She heard Rihanna again, more clearly than before, although still in a whisper, say, “She’s still sleeping.”

      Terryn heard the curtain pull back again. Rihanna and the commander spoke in hushed tones, but still loud enough for Terryn to hear.

      “She is very lucky Healer Ze’nah was there,” Rihanna said. “Without her knowledge of bond breaking, she would not have survived.”

      The commander murmured a question Terryn couldn’t quite hear.

      “I’m sorry, Commander Derrik,” Rihanna responded. “You’ll have to ask De’nah Deborah. I am unable to admit anyone without her approval. I shouldn’t have even let you come this far. You can see the girl lives and that should be enough.”

      Nearby, a door opened and shut. “And it’s more than he should have been afforded,” said a third voice Terryn recognized.

      “De’nah, you know that, that is barely sufficient,” the male voice responded. “She is—”

      “Recovering just fine in Rihanna’s capable hands,” De’nah Deborah interrupted. “Do not worry further.”

      “I must stay with her.”

      “You were allowed into the tent. Do not stretch my goodwill, Commander. Leave. Please.”

      A moment of silence passed and then Terryn heard Commander Derrik say, “As you wish, sir.” The door opened and shut again, announcing his departure.

      “De’nah Deborah,” Rihanna asked. “May I ask? Why send him away?”

      “Because she is awake.”

      The cloth partition snapped aside, and De’nah Deborah entered. Terryn pushed herself to a sitting position. The mattress crackled and released a bright scent of straw that made her stomach flip with nausea. She leaned her head against the pillow and concentrated on looking well. Hidden by the blanket, she clenched her fist to distract from her stomach pain.

      “Good morning, Terryn,” De’nah Deborah said, taking a seat in a wooden chair, the only other piece of furniture in the room. Rihanna followed and stood behind the chair. Her appearance shocked Terryn. Rihanna looked like a blue-skinned elf with pointy ears and spiky hair. Her dress was made from silver leaves, and a translucent set of wings unfurled from her shoulders above her head.

      “Morning,” Terryn said hesitantly, feeling awkward under De’nah Deborah’s relentless gaze.

      “This is Rihanna.” De’nah Deborah waved a hand at the blue girl whose smooth face made her look as young as Terryn. “She’s an elemental being of wind called a sylph.”

      Rihanna smiled at Terryn’s confused expression and added, “We’re distant cousins to fairies.”

      “Hi, Rihanna,” Terryn said. “Nice to meet you.”

      Rihanna winked at Terryn. As De’nah Deborah continued, the sylph’s lips twitched with a hidden smile. Terryn decided immediately they could be friends.

      “It’s good to see you awake, Terryn,” De’nah Deborah said. “You’ve been behind the veil for three nights now.”

      “Three nights?” Terryn exclaimed. “What’s behind the veil?”

      “She means you were unconscious,” Rihanna chimed in. “You were really hurt.”

      “I need to ask you some questions now about what happened,” De’nah Deborah added. “Can you tell me the last thing you remember?”

      Terryn pinched her nose. Her stomach pain made it hard to think. A feeling warned her to be careful. She felt like De’nah Deborah wasn’t telling her everything.

      “I’m not exactly sure what happened myself,” she responded. “How did I get here? Where is here? Where is Trigg?”

      “You and your brother were separated when the portal closed. It almost killed you. It would have, had I not had the foresight to bring our healers on what was supposed to be a simple pick-up party. Child, I warned you he was wo’ken in the dark. Why weren’t you waiting for me like you promised?”

      “I didn’t promise you anything. Trigg was leaving with these imp creatures and his friend Barnabus. I wasn’t going to abandon him. Barnabus said I was wo’ken, too.” Terryn frowned. “It gets fuzzy after that. I remember something about a fight . . . well I’m not really sure.”

      “Barnabus said you’re wo’ken?” De’nah Deborah tilted her head, as if puzzled. “That’s interesting, but it can wait. Did you know that Trigg had bonded you? The healers found remnants of the spell in your aura. The portal closing most likely severed the spell. The force almost killed you.”

      “He did what?”

      “He, most likely unknowingly, wove a spell that bound you together. It would have happened around the time he first experienced the night terrors. Can you remember a time when he would have needed you desperately?”

      Terryn paused. How could De’nah Deborah know that? She couldn’t have. No one had been there the first time. She’d discovered Trigg, with chalky white skin, his lips blue, lying on the bathroom floor at school. She’d been in class and felt an overwhelming urge to leave the room. At first, she thought she needed to relieve herself. She excused herself and headed to the restroom, but instead of going to the girls’ room, she found herself opening the door to the boys’.

      “I can tell by your face, there was such a time,” De’nah Deborah said. “And ever since then, you would have felt a need to always be with him.”

      “No, that wasn’t how it worked.” Terryn shook her head. “My urge to be near him was related to his night terrors. It was always worse when he was having them. He couldn’t control what he was doing.”

      “Maybe not, but there are multiple kinds of guardians, and certain types of people become certain types of guardians. He is a walker. That means he has night terrors as a part of his need to escape the sleeper field, and once he does escape, those same powers manifest into one of the most dangerous abilities granted our kind. The ability to enter and change other people’s minds by accessing their deepest desires and dreams.”

      “So? That doesn’t seem that scary.”

      “A guardian who is a watcher, like myself, and aligned with the United, would never alter a person’s dream. It is a violation of that person’s privacy, and our actions there could completely change how that person thinks and acts—essentially their entire personality. The Divided don’t have such inhibitions. What Trigg did to you, by bonding you without your permission, was a serious violation of your inner self because he would have had to enter your dreams to forge that connection. At least that’s what the United believe.”

      “I don’t believe he did it on purpose. He was dying, and how do you know it didn’t happen because we’re twins? That’s what I always thought. I even called it the twin tug. We’re siblings, and we’re supposed to look out for each other. That’s what siblings do.”

      “It’s a noble sentiment that could have made you more susceptible to his ability, but even if being twins somehow amplified its effect, it doesn’t change the fact that what he did was wrong.”

      “If it saved his life, I don’t see how it could be wrong.”

      “Some things—like right and wrong—are more important than a life because without them, life and death have no meaning.”

      “Letting someone you love die without trying to help could also be considered one of those things.” Terryn glared at the dark-haired guardian. She wished the woman would raise her voice. Her collected demeanor was frustrating. Terryn wanted to stomp out and leave, except she had no idea where she’d find herself once outside.

      De’nah Deborah steepled her fingers and leaned forward. “We’re not talking about you, child, but him. His choice to save himself by using his magic almost resulted in your death.”

      “He couldn’t have known what would happen. If he had, he wouldn’t have done it.”

      “Are you so certain, Daughter of Earth?” De’nah Deborah asked in a low tone, leaning back.

      Terryn paused. What was she implying? That if he had known the risks, he would have still bonded her? “That’s ridiculous. Of course, I’m certain. If Trigg had known what he was doing, he wouldn’t have done it. If we had known about the bond, neither of us would have let something like a simple portal break our connection. I know for a fact he thought leaving me behind on Earth was the safer choice. We’d just had an argument about it, and he was trying to convince me to stay.”

      “Believe what you will, Daughter of Earth. But, remember, he is a walker, which requires certain qualities . . . or lack thereof . . . to become one. I suspect he is not as innocent as you suspect. I saw him through the gateway. He could have returned to you at any time, but he didn’t.”

      “You’re wrong. You don’t know him like I do. He and the rest of the imps, they were scared because your army was coming.” Terryn narrowed her eyes. “Why were you there?”

      “Like I said earlier, we weren’t coming to get Trigg but rescue you, and it’s a good thing we did. You were fighting with one of the imps who was dragging you to the portal when we arrived. It looked like you didn’t want to go. Do you remember that?”

      Terryn thought hard. “I think maybe so, but not really. My memory is still foggy.”

      “I crippled him, but he escaped. When Barnabus saw we were on our way, he allowed the portal to close. He knew what that would do to you. When I first saw you in the dream bubble, I saw in your aura that you’d been bonded. Barnabus would have recognized the same signs.

      “Instead of risking Trigg, he decided to abandon you, knowing that you would most likely die. I expect they believe you have. When the portal snapped shut, it severed the bond between you and Trigg. It would have been painful for Trigg, but for you . . .”

      “Healer Ze’nah said you should have died,” Rihanna whispered.

      “But you didn’t and here you are,” De’nah Deborah said. “In Imperious Nox, alive and awake. Something most mortals could never claim.”

      “Does that mean I am, in fact, wo’ken?”

      “No, you must escape the sleeper fields to become wo’ken. A sleeper like yourself, someone who has not wo’ken, has never entered the fifth dimension before. It would be best if you returned to your home on Earth.”

      “No. My home is with my brother.” Terryn glared at De’nah Deborah.

      Yet, a small part of her thought of Ryan. She’d done her duty and helped Trigg cross into the dream world. The twin tug, however it had been formed, no longer tied her to him. She could return to Earth, like Trigg wanted, and have a real life with Ryan. She could imagine it. Finishing high school. Getting her own job and maybe even going to college someday. Yet, discovering this place, seeing it for herself, knowing it existed in a way she could touch, see, and smell, made it seem more real.

      Could I return to Earth, knowing this place exists? She looked up at Rihanna—with her smooth blue skin and spiky blue hair—who had left the room and returned with steaming bowls of rice and bits of sweet-smelling meat. Terryn’s stomach growled.

      As Rihanna handed her a bowl, Terryn asked, “Do you mean then that the bond is completely gone, and I don’t have to be near Trigg anymore?”

      “As far as we can tell, yes. The bond should be gone,” Rihanna said.

      Terryn sank back into the pillows and sighed. She took a bite of the food. It was such a relief to know that the bond was not just something she’d made up. And to finally be free of it. Except now that it was gone, she felt a pressing worry for Trigg. Normally, pressure in her stomach let her know where he was in a general sense. Now that the sensation was missing, Terryn realized just how comforting it had been.

      “I’ve spent the last three years wishing for the twin tug to be gone, but now that it is, I feel so empty,” she said.

      Rihanna squeezed her shoulder. “Eat, it will help fill you up.”

      Terryn nodded and took another spoonful.

      “It will take some adjustment to get used to not feeling the tug, as you called it, but the feeling should ease in time,” De’nah Deborah said as Terryn ate.

      “You are the first person I’ve heard of to survive a bond breaking,” Rihanna said. “If you have any weird symptoms, you should report them immediately.”

      “Sure.” Terryn set the spoon in the bowl and handed it back to Rihanna. “Sorry, I can’t eat more. My stomach hurts still. It feels like I have a huge cut inside me, but there’s no cut on my skin.”

      “That’s okay,” Rihanna said as she took the bowl. “Our healing magic lets us heal internal wounds without damaging the skin or other organs around them. You’re feeling the physical aspect of the bond healing. Healer Ze’nah will be by later after her rounds to visit you. We’re not exactly sure how long it will take for the pain to go away, so you shouldn’t lift heavy things for a few days.”

      “Okay. Thanks. I won’t be here that long.” Terryn paused and then frowned at De’nah Deborah. “Will I?”

      De’nah Deborah considered Terryn over steepled fingers. “The Divided think you’re wo’ken. You’ve survived being bonded by an untrained walker, and your spirit entered the Between instead of the sleeper fields when using a dream bridge.”

      Rihanna gasped when she heard that last part. “The prophecy?”

      “Perhaps.” Deborah flicked a glance at Rihanna and returned her gaze to Terryn. “The Academy at Paragon won’t accept you for training unless you’ve wo’ken from the sleeper fields, and I can’t let you go to the Divided.”

      “I’m not going anywhere without my brother,” Terryn said.

      “He’s been wo’ken in the dark. What do you expect you can do? You are nothing more than an untrained child.”

      Terryn hesitated. What did she expect to do? Frustration at her situation threatened to derail her thoughts, but she pushed it aside.

      “I have to do something. I’m not just going to let him . . .” Terryn bit her lip, stopping herself before she said the word die. The memory of Trigg bleeding on a battlefield returned to her. If she didn’t stay with him, that would most likely happen. The last thing she needed was De’nah Deborah finding out about her visions. It was bad enough that the woman knew about the twin tug. Terryn didn’t trust De’nah Deborah completely either. She couldn’t remember what all had happened before the bond broke, but she didn’t think Trigg or even Barnabus would have left her on purpose. He seemed to believe that she was wo’ken—even if De’nah Deborah didn’t.

      “I’m not sure what to do,” Terryn finally said. “I can’t go back to the Children’s Home, and I can’t stay here. Trigg needs me. Let me go to him.”

      “Why are you so determined? What does it matter? Doing so would mean choosing to become Divided. Is that something you are prepared to do?” De’nah Deborah asked.

      “Yes,” Terryn replied. She tried not to let it bother her that she was scared of the Gorriak imps or the other monsters that made up the Divided, but that didn’t matter to her. “He needs me.”

      “You may come to regret that choice. Therefore, I will give you an alternative option if you’re interested?”

      “I’m interested.”

      “Like you said, you can’t really return home. Mainly because there is no portal to send you there. It could be months or even years before another can be opened. Or you could join Trigg. The camp is full of dangerous dream creatures who are competing against each other for the attention of their beloved leader. Join Trigg, and at best, you become a liability who any of his rivals can hold hostage, or worse, you are killed.”

      “I can protect myself. Six years of kickboxing helps with that.” Terryn tried to control her anger, but some still slipped through. “What is your alternative option?”

      “Third, I could weave a dream bridge. You’d fall through into the Between. Dive into the stream and navigate its waters until you find a gateway leading either to Earth or, if you’re lucky, back here to Imperious Nox and Trigg. Like the zen’nacht, there will be dangers in the stream, but it will allow you to develop your skills and discover what you need to know regarding your brother. For example, where you will need to travel to join him.”

      “There are no good options.” Terryn sighed. “Everything has happened so fast the last couple of days, and I’m not sure what to believe. Either way is dangerous, but Trigg needs me, and if this gives me a chance to find him, then okay.”

      De’nah Deborah nodded. “It’s decided then. I will weave the bridge spell now.”

      “But!” Rihanna interjected. “Healer Ze’nah said . . .”

      “No. She will be fine, Rihanna. I have seen it in her aura.” De’nah raised an eyebrow at the sylph, overriding her protests, and then addressed Terryn. “It is more important for you to begin now.”

      “How will I leave the dream stream without getting burned like last time?” Terryn said.

      De’nah Deborah sliced the air in front of the door with her finger. A glowing blue line appeared, floating in midair. She stepped back and sang a few syllables. They reminded Terryn of the magic De’nah Deborah used to heal her foot. A thin membrane made up of a material not unlike a bubble inflated behind the line as she sang. It spread along the wall and disappeared through the corners of the room.

      “The bridge spell is complete,” she said, stepping back. “Once you pass through the entrance, a bubble shield will surround you. I added to the spell to create it. This has never been done before, but if it works, I believe, you can use it to travel through the stream. Then, once you find the gateway you want to use to exit the stream, the shield will again allow you to pass through.”

      “Thank you, De’nah Deborah.”

      Electric sparks danced along the edges of the opening. Terryn hesitated, rubbing her sweaty palms on her jeans. Please don’t let this end like last time.

      “Face your fear,” Rihanna murmured, “and make it nothing.”

      Terryn swallowed and pushed through the burlap flap, into her reflection. A surge of cold passed over her arms, head, and then down her shoulders. Like last time, she fell twenty feet and plunged toward the icy depths of the dream stream. A shimmering force field woven by De’nah Deborah surrounded her as she fell. She was prepared this time and gracefully dove into the water. What she wasn’t prepared for was the current. Last time, she’d sunk gently to the bottom. This time, the shield kept her afloat as if she wore a life jacket, and the current pulled her downstream. She tried to swim back upstream until her shoulders ached and her breath came in coughs.

      “Why am I fighting?” she wondered out loud. “I don’t even know where I’m supposed to go.”

      Terryn pushed against the shield and somersaulted below the surface. With silent trepidation, she breathed in the water. The current’s pull on the shield and herself lessened. She relaxed, sank into the water, and examined her surroundings. Glimpses of white sand, brown logs, and purple-finned goldfish spun past her.

      What held her attention were the glass windows in the stream banks. She now knew these were gateways to other places, but what she saw confused her. She’d expected to see locations, but instead she saw her own memories. As she floated downstream, each new window showed her a different memory from her past. One showed Ryan kissing her. That one made her heart ache. Several other windows showed her and Trigg. Terryn sitting with him during his night terrors. Both of them in the boys’ bathroom three years ago, when he was having his first heart attack. There was their first day of high school. There was their third-grade class, the moment when Terryn was teased for being an orphan. There were the nuns discovering the pack-n-play she and Trigg had been abandoned in on the steps of the Children’s Home.

      On the opposite stream bank, the windows showed her scenes in a place she didn’t recognize. There were vast armies of bizarre creatures and humans clad in all kinds of armor preparing to fight. Other windows showed a few people around a fire, laughing and talking. Some of the people wore animal skins and carried large bows and arrows. The next window showed nine glowing white-clad figures sitting on pedestals.

      Terryn began to sense a pattern to the current’s strength. At certain points in the water before a window, she sensed energy points. The current eddied and swirled around these points as if an invisible rope of energy hung in the water. It reminded her of the rope with the floats that separated the shallow and deep ends of a pool. When the current carried Terryn past the underwater buoys, it slowed for a moment. At the next slow point, Terryn tried to catch the buoy of energy. Heat ripped through her palm, and she jerked back. The heat quickly dissipated as the water cooled her hand.

      After a few more tries, Terryn improved her timing. She finally reached through the current and grasped the buoy firmly. This time, instead of the heat jerking her away, it encircled her like a tunnel of flame and pulled her sideways, out of the current, and kept pulling her. Terryn tried to let go, but there was nothing to release. She was in a tunnel of fire being pulled through the closest gateway. Glowing cracks splintered down the outside of her shield.

      It’s going to break soon. I need to get out. She did not want to go back to Earth. She needed to find Trigg. So she navigated toward the windows that showed her the place she didn’t recognize. She gripped the buoy rope and aimed herself at a glass window. In it she saw pine trees, which seemed reasonably safe, with no armies.

      The cracks in the bubble shield grew larger, and its circumference began to glow from the pressure of the current. She swung and aimed her feet at the pine tree window. When her toes lined up with the center of the gateway, she let go. Her stomach felt weightless.

      Please let this work, she thought as she sailed through the water.

      Her shield hit the glass. It exploded, taking the brunt of the force, but the glass shattered as well. Then her vision went white. Heat seared across her body as she plunged through the opening. This time the heat was bearable.

      She landed in a pile of pine needles and collapsed with a groan. All her muscles felt like she’d just run a marathon, but—wiggling her toes—everything seemed to still be intact. Despite her exhaustion, excitement coursed through her. Unlike last time, when she’d lost a toe, now it seemed like she’d successfully traveled in the dream stream. De’nah Deborah’s spell had worked. When she went through the underwater gateway, there had been no fire. And this seemed like she’d arrived in a different location in De’nah Deborah’s world, Imperious Nox.

      Now I just need to figure out where exactly I am and then where Trigg is. Pulling herself into a sitting position, she examined her surroundings. At her back, a stream gurgled. She sat on its bank in a stand of young evergreen trees. The air smelled fresh with a hint of smoke. Up a gentle slope, a dirt path cut through the pine needles coating the ground. It split in three directions, two branches following the stream, while the third disappeared into the shaded undergrowth.

      With the twin tug, Terryn would have known exactly which way to go and might have found Trigg by dinnertime. She’d wanted for so long to be rid of the tug, and now she hadn’t even gone a day without it, and she was already wishing for its return. How ironic was that? She laughed.

      “Lilith? Is that you?” a male voice asked, interrupting her thoughts. It sounded vaguely familiar.

      Terryn searched the treeline and found a young man with dark hair watching her through the branches. A campfire crackled behind him. He stepped through the trees, close enough that Terryn could see his crystal-clear blue eyes. His movement was slow and wary but curious. Above his shoulders, a golden aura floated. A tall, blonde woman with piercing gray eyes stood in an antechamber swathed in a sparking, black evening dress. Terryn sensed this was the person the soldier had mistaken her for.

      “No,” she responded, with half-chocked shocked. There was no way she could ever be mixed up with that woman. Then, hoping he’d take it as a sign of goodwill, she volunteered her own name. “I’m Terryn.”

      The man stopped and placed his hand on a silver sword hilt. His face collapsed into a frown.

      “I’m Derrik Al’ric, Sergeant Major of the Sunrise Battalion of the United Army, and you are my prisoner.”
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            Not Wandering, Only Lost

          

        

      

    

    
      Terryn pretended to watch the cookfire from the small jail cell in the soldier’s hut. In her peripheral, she studied the soldier who called himself Derrik. He sat on a short stool and tended a skillet on a grate above the fire. The smell of eggs, onions, and potatoes mingled with the smoke that swirled into a gray column up and out through a star-shaped hole in the ceiling. Terryn’s stomach gurgled with hunger. She hadn’t eaten much from the rice bowl Rihanna had given her before she entered the Between. Her stomach had hurt. Now, her hunger gnawed through the pain. Although, judging from the comings and goings of the soldiers who drifted in through the hut’s drafty log walls, she had more to be nervous about than before.

      “So, your name is Terryn?” Derrik asked as he stirred the potato hash. The fire reflected orange flickers in his blue-gray eyes. His voice sounded familiar.

      It was the first thing he’d said to her since taking her prisoner. Could this be the same Derrik I overheard in De’nah Deborah’s hut? Terryn wondered. She had spent the entire thirty-minute hike back to the main encampment glaring at his back and wondering why he seemed so familiar. She could only hope he was the same person and would show her how to find Trigg. The only good thing so far was it seemed as if she were still in Imperious Nox. Based on the conversation she’d heard back in De’nah Deborah’s cabin, she assumed Commander Derrik was older and more senior in rank to De’nah Deborah. She must have been mistaken. This Derrik looked younger than De’nah Deborah. Dark hair covered his forehead and curled past his ears. His large nose gave him a harsh demeanor, yet something about the set of his lips made him seem kind. Maybe it was the dimples. Terryn wanted to scowl at him, but if he was the same person, then the memory of his voice filled with worry back in the United camp, insisting that he see her, more than anything else, led her to answer politely.

      “Yes, that’s right.”

      Derrik scooped a portion of the hash onto a tin plate. He stepped to the iron bars that separated Terryn’s cell from the rest of the room and handed the plate through the bars to her.

      “Daughter of Earth,” he said with a slight nod.

      Startled, she took it and responded, “How do you know I’m from Earth? Did De’nah Deborah tell you that?”

      “No.” He frowned. “I don’t know her. Only a Deborah Darius who recently graduated from the Academy.”

      “Oh.” Now Terryn frowned. “My mistake. I thought I heard you speaking to someone named that . . .” Terryn paused, realizing she didn’t know how much time had passed. How long had she been in the stream? It was different from her first experience. “Recently,” she finished lamely.

      “A mistake,” Commander Derrik agreed. “No one among the United currently has earned such a title. It takes centuries to earn during wartime, and the war has barely begun. I pray we are not in conflict so long as that.”

      “I didn’t know.” An awkward pause descended between them. Terryn scooped a forkful of hash into her mouth. Chewing, she stared past the jail’s bars and into the small flames. The morning sun, drifting down from the smoke hole, made the fire look washed out and inconsequential.

      “Terryn.”  Commander Derrik cleared his throat. He met her questioning look and smiled. “Daughter of Earth. It’s what your name means. Ter is the old name for Earth, and wyn means daughter.”

      “Oh, I didn’t know that.” She’d never really thought about the meaning of her name before. It was the only thing her parents had done for her and Trigg: given them names.

      “How does someone get to be your age and not know what their name means?” Derrik gave her a puzzle frown.

      “The kind of person who has other things to worry about than the one thing her deadbeat parents did for her,” Terryn deadpanned.

      Sister Rachel had told her and Trigg the story countless times about opening the front door and discovering the pair of them nestled in a pack-n-play. Newborns had been abandoned before on the front step of the Children’s Home, but they had been the first time a pair of toddlers had been left.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t know,” said Derrik.

      “It’s no big deal.” Terryn shrugged.

      Her only memory of her life before the Children’s Home was not even a real memory. Just a snippet of a lullaby their mother had sung to them. On nights when Trigg had night terrors, Terryn sung it to him and it helped. So, maybe she had done something for them—but it was Trigg who had always been there for her.

      The twin tug would have been useful right now. It had hurt, but she’d gotten used to its pull. She missed the constant pain that let her know where Trigg was, that he was okay. Now she felt empty. And if that wasn’t bad enough, she was a prisoner, trapped in the middle of a crazy dream world with no idea how to find Trigg.

      Derrik had returned to his stool and stared into the flames. His plate of hash remained untouched.

      “Are you going to let me out of here?” Terryn asked around another mouthful of hash. “I’m not a threat. I don’t even know where I am.”

      “No. Wanderers are always dangerous. Especially the ones who don’t know where they are.” He stood and walked back over to her. He leaned forward, one hand grabbing a bar. Dirt lined his fingernails and the cuffs of his blue uniform.

      “Okay, not like I know what that’s supposed to mean since I’m not wandering,” Terryn muttered up at him. “Can you at least tell me where I am?”

      Derrik took her empty plate. “You are in the Forsaken Forest, south of the Nightmare Fields.”

      “I take it that means I’m still in Imperious Nox?” Terryn sighed with relief.

      “Yes. You’re in Imperious Nox.” He cocked his head. “Are you lost, child?”

      In a low voice, Terryn snapped, “I am not a child.”

      His light eyes bore into hers like searching spotlights. Terryn returned his gaze steadily, not daring to look away, yet scared of what he might decide about her. After the seconds stretched into a silent minute, he responded, “So, you’re not.” His gaze flickered away and then back. “You remind me of a younger version of someone I once knew.”

      Mollified, Terryn asked, “Who? That name you called me before? Lilith?”

      “Yes, that was what she used to be called. When I saw you earlier, I hoped for a second . . . but no matter.” Derrik returned to the fire. He kept his back to her and clasped his hands. “If you tell me why you are here lurking along the dream stream when travel through it has been prohibited and the rest of the Unbroken Universe is at war, then I’ll consider letting you go.”

      “War?” Terryn remembered Trigg had said something about an armistice reached between the United and Divided. “The war is over.” She scoffed. Then, seeing the frown on Derrik’s face, she amended, “Isn’t it?”

      “No, it’s not,” Derrik responded. “You are lost or a very good spy. I suspect the latter.”

      “I’m not a spy. I didn’t even know there’s a war. Or anything about it.”

      “The guardians of light divided right down the middle, and there’s been a civil war for the last twenty years. Lilith was the leader of those who divided and started the war. She calls herself their queen now, and you look just like her. So you can understand why I’m suspicious.” He crossed his arms. “You’re going to need to explain yourself, Daughter of Earth. I generally don’t like to send people off to the capital’s prison, especially after I’ve fed them, but that is where you’ll be headed should you decide to lie to me, be less than truthful, or generally treat me like . . . what is the Earth phrase?” Derrik touched his forehead. “Oh yes. A saddle-goose.”

      “That’s not an Earth phrase,” Terryn blurted. “I’ve never heard that in my life.”

      Derrik’s eyes widened. “I just told you not to lie, young lady, and here you are being a lease-monger. I hear it in the Earth sleepers’ dreams all the time. You are from Earth, right? And not one of the other planets in Sector 3?”

      “Uh, No. I grew up there, and that’s definitely not a phrase I’ve ever heard,” Terryn said. “I am trying to find my brother and take him back to Earth.”

      She didn’t care about their war. She was prepared to do anything to save her brother from the Divided. This guy is going to find out that I have no magic, that I’m not wo’ken, and he’s going to throw me in prison for being a fake.

      “So, not a spy, but then something else. Earth is an archaic place for one of your abilities. Yet, that would make it a good place to hide, a place still protected by the veil, whose inhabitants have no knowledge of the Unbroken Universe.”

      Derrik removed his sword from its sheath and sat by the fire. His brow furrowed as he studied the brilliant blade reflecting the flames. A small dimple appeared between his eyebrows. The light flickered across his face, making him seem familiar to Terryn, but she brushed the thought aside.

      “What are you talking about? My abilities?”

      He ignored her questions and pulled out a whetstone, then whisked it down the blade edge. “You are wo’ken. Are you not?” At the end of his question, he looked up at her as if to gauge her response.

      Terryn wished she knew enough about magic to make herself invisible. She gritted her teeth and focused on the flickering flames.

      “De’nah Deborah said I am not wo’ken so she sent me back through the stream. I assume it was because she thought I’d just return to the sleeper field like all the other sleepers. But I won’t go back until I find someone else who is lost,” she finished with a whisper, her voice barely audible above the sound of the stone grating on the blade.

      Terryn could hear the frustration in her own voice. She hated it when she lost control of her emotions. Taking a breath, she added, “It’s a long story.”

      The sharpening stopped. From the corner of her eyes, she saw Derrik studying her as if trying to piece together a puzzle that should have been effortless. His hand gripped his hilt. His knuckles turned white. “Try me.”

      Terryn swallowed. Could she trust him? Maybe? Something about the way he held himself. The way his eyes felt familiar. How he knew what her name meant. Terryn decide to tell him the truth. Also, the food hadn’t gotten her sick; it had tasted decent, and he was giving her a chance to explain. Maybe once he knows the truth, he will let me free.

      She took a deep breath and started at the beginning. Trigg getting sick, the twin tug, falling into the Between while crossing De’nah Deborah’s dream bridge, the Divided imp soldiers at the Children’s Home, and waking up in Imperious Nox without the tug. While she talked, Derrik removed his hand from his sword hilt and began sharpening the blade again. She focused on its steady rhythm as she spoke, and soon she finished.

      “And now I’m not really sure what happened in the dream stream, but I think I went too far.”

      “How did you escape?”

      “Escape?”

      “The saecul flumine, the everlasting current. Not many dream guardians travel there. Not including the dangers of exiting the gateways, there are dangers in the meadows that line the banks, the stars above, and the zen’nacht within its waters. The Between makes even the most experienced guardian cautious. Yet, here you are, not even an initiate of the Academy, traveling its currents. That is a dangerous game.”

      “De’nah Deborah wove a bubble shield. It worked okay if you don’t count the fact that it shattered,” Terryn said. “But it got me through the gateway without injury, even if I’m a little sore.”

      “That’s remarkable,” Derrik said. “Brilliant of her to think to use a shield spell. I wonder . . .” He stroked his chin and drifted off into silence.

      The noise of soldiers clanking in their armor on the path outside as they went about their duties drifted into the cabin. Still, Commander Derrik stayed quiet. The silence bore down on her. Finally, she couldn’t stand it any longer.

      “I know I said earlier I wasn’t worried about being a prisoner, but my day has been bad enough. Do you think you could help me find my brother?”

      Her words drew him from his thoughts. “You don’t fully understand the dangers. You got lucky. If you did understand, you would return to Earth. Brother or not.”

      Terryn glared. “The dangers don’t matter. I need to find my brother before . . .” Terryn cut herself off before she mentioned her vision of Trigg dying on a battlefield. She’d purposely left it out of her story. Could that battle be related to the war? If Trigg is here in Imperious Nox and there’s a war going on . . . Terryn swallowed and cut off that line of thought. She would find him first.

      “I may be able to help with finding him. If he’s still in Imperious Nox. I am in charge of this camp and will ask the scouts to keep an eye out for any reports of the imp Ul’leek or perhaps of Trigg himself. We run into Divided patrols all the time this far into the forest.”

      “Thank you so much!” Terryn exclaimed with relief. “I know he’s here somewhere. And the sooner I find him, the better. I would be so grateful.”

      “Don’t thank me yet.” Derrik stood. “This is conditional. I’m going to let you out, and I will help you find your brother. In the meantime, I want you to stay here and train.”

      “Train?”

      “Based on what you told me, I believe you have the potential to become a dream guardian. Perhaps, something more. I’m not sure. Normally, a new dream guardian is identified when they become wo’ken and escape the sleeper fields one hundred times. However, seeing as you’ve somewhat navigated the dream stream, I feel it would be unwise to let you wander around untrained.”

      He walked to a small table near a cot on the opposite side of the hut. He set his sword buckler against the table and rummaged for a moment in a box on a dusty shelf above the table. He then turned back to the cell and held up a brass key.

      “Deal?” he asked.

      The key glinted in the flames.

      “What’s the catch?” Terryn gripped the bars.

      “Only that if your brother isn’t found, I hope you’ll reconsider and join the United. The Academy at Paragon is the best place for you to learn how to control the magic that lets you navigate the stream.”

      Terryn considered his offer. Her freedom in exchange for a few magic lessons. Seemed reasonable, she thought cautiously. He had been upfront about his ulterior motive. There was something else about him, too, that made Terryn believe him. She couldn’t quite pinpoint the feeling, but her gut told her he could be trusted.

      “Deal—on one condition.”

      “What’s that?”

      “The first thing I want to learn is the bubble shield.”

      Derrik raised an eyebrow. “Teach you the one spell that lets you escape into the dream stream?”

      Terryn folded her arms and said nothing.

      Derrik laughed. “You demand much, child, just like she would have. For that, you have a deal.”
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      Trigg pivoted, and the knife clipped his ear instead of impaling his forehead. Blood welled at his wound. He shook his head and planted his feet, facing his opponent and friend, Colmehyuff, the fire sylph.

      “Cole!” Trigg yelled. “I thought we agreed no aiming for the head!”

      From the sideline, Barnabus yelled, “How do you expect to survive the Arena when you can’t even dodge a simple knife attack? You must be faster! Again.”

      Trigg faced Colmehyuff again. The wind blew, and Trigg’s hair flew into his face, blocking his view. It’d grown long in the three months since he’d left Earth and come to Imperious Nox. Every afternoon, in the midday heat, he’d trained with his squad members with Barnabus’s coaching to prepare for the Arena. The nights, they spent searching for sleepers who escaped the fields.

      Trigg pushed his hair out of his eyes. He twirled his sword and shifted his weight to his toes. The training routine had helped him ignore his feelings about Terryn and her death. It’d been his fault. He’d unknowingly wove the binding spell that had been broken by the portal. If he’d had control of his abilities—knew how to undo the spell—she would have never died.

      “Trigg, stop thinking about her,” Barnabus called across the dirt training arena. The gargoyle leaned on a wooden rail fence. His dark red wings sheltered him from the noontime sun.

      “I was not.” Trigg thumbed the beading sweat from his upper lip and crouched.

      “Okay. You weren’t,” Barnabus agreed, not pressing the point. “You’re also not relaxed. Or focused. You’ve got to keep calm. When you’re in the Arena, it’s the details you don’t notice that’ll get you killed.”

      “How ’bout you get your sister killed and then I’ll listen to what you have to say about needing to focus,” Trigg snapped. Why couldn’t Barnabus leave it well enough alone?

      “I know where you’re coming from, boy,” Barnabus said, a warning clear in his tone.

      “Doubt that.” Trigg scoffed. Sorrow compressed his chest, making his scoff more like a wheeze. He did not want to have this conversation. Not now. Not ever. He just wanted to fight, to stay numb enough until he could die in the Arena.

      In one smooth motion, Barnabus flapped his wings, cleared the wooden fence, and landed face to face with Trigg. Dirt swirled around them. Trigg held his ground and returned Barnabus’s glare even though the compassion he saw in his instructor’s golden cat eyes gave him the urge to squirm.

      “It wasn’t just my sister I killed, but my entire clan. Mother, father, brothers, cousins, aunts.” As Barnabus spoke, his voice cracked with old scars, worn down by something else Trigg heard in his voice but didn’t understand. “They died because of my arrogance. So yes, I do know what you’re dealing with.” Placing his clawed paw behind Trigg’s neck, he continued, “And I can show you the way back to where you want to be, but first you must learn to focus.”

      Trigg bowed his head. He’d been such an idiot. Of course, other people had their own battles. Just because his was bad compared to most didn’t mean he could be a jerk about things.

      “You hear me, boy?” Barnabus squeezed the back of Trigg’s neck.

      Trigg nodded and looked up, revealing the tears streaming down his cheeks. “I’m sorry.” And then, he was sobbing for the first time since Terryn died. Barnabus wrapped him in a big, leathery hug. “I didn’t know that would happen,” Trigg cried within the protection of Barnabus’s wings. “I didn’t think. I just wanted her to stay on Earth and be safe.”

      “There’s nothing to be sorry for. No one should have to go through what you’re dealing with, but make the right choices now and the struggle fades. That’s how you know when things will be all right.”

      “I guess so.” Trigg wiped his cheeks. “But it feels like it’ll take forever.”

      Barnabus nodded, withdrawing his wings and releasing Trigg from the hug. “You have to be prepared for that possibility. Things that matter take time, Earth boy. She mattered. The pain will become bearable and the time will go faster than you think.”

      Trigg scrubbed his face on his sleeve. “Okay. I’m ready.”

      “Good,” Barnabus replied. “The first thing to understand is that, even without her, you matter, too.”

      He walked back to the fence and leaned against it.

      “Thanks,” Trigg told Barnabus. “I needed that.” He took a deep breath and attempted to calm his inner turmoil. He felt better. The numbness that had kept him from processing his emotions was still there, but something had changed. He wasn’t exactly sure yet, but Barnabus’s promise that there was a way out of his misery made him feel better. He just had to find it. When he was ready. If he wanted to.

      “Now, it’s time to focus.” Barnabus clapped his paws and then pointed at Cole, who waited against the fence on the other side of the corral. “Square off and fight again!”

      Trigg and Cole circled each other. “I don’t know what all that was about,” Cole said, “but I’ve got two things you can talk about.”

      With a wide grin, the sylph pulled two large knives from his sleeves and squared his shoulders. Blue flames ignited along the blades. Without waiting a beat, he charged across the corral toward Trigg. Trigg dodged to the side. He grabbed the first knife Cole had thrown on the ground at the beginning of the session. With the other hand, he parried Cole’s attack with his sword. Sparks flew. The two exchanged blows, moving back and forth from one end of the dirt practice field to the other, like dancers on a stage. Their feet kicked up dirt clouds that swirled into small dust devils.

      Trigg ducked as Cole crossed his blades where Trigg’s head had been. Trigg dropped to all fours, leaned his weight on his fists, and roundhouse kicked Cole in the shins. His friend lost his balance and fell, dropping his knives. Trigg sprang up and pointed his sword blade at his friend’s throat.

      “Better,” Barnabus called across the field. “That’s enough for today. Get cleaned up, and we’ll see you both tonight in the fields.”

      Trigg twirled his sword with a flourish and sheathed it. With his other hand, he pulled Cole to his feet.

      “I almost had you there.” Cole grinned as he stood. He reached toward Trigg’s ear.

      Blood trickled down Trigg’s neck from where Cole’s knife had caught his skin. A quick spark from the sylph’s hand cauterized the wound. Trigg winced as the cut burned shut.

      “Thanks,” he said.

      Cole grinned. “See ya tonight, Earth boy. Maybe we’ll get lucky and find a sleeper who has wo’ken.”

      “Hopefully. It’s past time for me not to be the new kid anymore.”

      The two crossed over to Barnabus, who said, “I doubt we’ll find any wo’ken tonight, Colmehyuff.”

      “Why not?” Trigg asked.

      “Tonight, I’ve got a different lesson planned,” Barnabus replied. “Your weapon skills are now acceptable. It’s time to see how well you can do entering and walking in the dreams of others.”

      “Yes! Finally!” Trigg whooped. Cole shared his grin.

      Murdoch, as punishment, had assigned Trigg to fight in the Arena fights. A great honor for a soldier with decades of experience—a death sentence for someone like Trigg who still didn’t know how to use his abilities. He only had another few months to prepare before the Festival of Wings. The festival was the main holiday in Imperious Nox. It celebrated the most revered ritual of the guardians. Those who selflessly gave their lives for others would, instead of dying, receive wings and be given access to another plane of existence. No being had received the honor in thousands of years. As a result, the festival had become one big excuse to party. Both the United and Divided celebrated the holiday, which meant for the ninth month of each calendar year, an unspoken truce went into effect.

      Entering others’ dreams was the first step to learning how to use that person’s dreams against them while awake. It was a popular strategy in the Arena to create a dream bubble and trap an opponent in one of their own nightmares. However, it was a dangerous maneuver because an inexperienced weaver like Trigg could get drawn into the nightmare and become trapped. Essentially, the opponent could turn his own dream against him. Cole had been training for years, and he would also just now be learning how to enter someone’s dreams. Barnabus said he hoped that Cole could help him learn as much and as quickly as he could. It was the best plan he had to make sure Trigg wasn’t completely helpless when it came time to fight in the Arena.

      That night Trigg and his squad, along with several others that made up their battalion, assembled outside the encampment. The world’s third moon, Serus, hung in the dark sky. Shadows slithered in and out of the silvery light.

      The platoon of soldiers was quieter than usual as they organized inside the wood line outside of the front gate. The sheathing of swords or twanging of bow strings and the occasional jingle of armor were the only sounds the company made as they waited. Above them, the occasional squeak from a bat chasing an unlucky moth was the only other sound. Two torches carried by fauns spread a flickering glow across Lemrick’s, Cole’s, and Grimm’s faces. The buffalo looked especially serious with his lower brow and shaggy hair. Trigg didn’t like to admit it, but Grimm intimidated him. Cole joked around with him, but Trigg couldn’t get past the buffalo’s silent stare. He never talked, but whenever he looked at Trigg, it was as if he could see Trigg’s grief and anger about Terryn. It was unnerving.

      A large silhouette blocked the light from the moon. It materialized into Barnabus, who glided silently down from the sky to the waiting platoon. His leathery wings brought the warm smell of damp earth and pine needles as he landed.

      Lemrick saluted Barnabus, who responded, “At ease, Lieutenant. Is your team ready?”

      “Affirmative, Commander.” She grinned. Her pointed lizard teeth glowed in the moonlight, giving her a spooky vibe.

      “Good. Follow me and stay close,” Barnabus said. “We don’t want to attract any unnecessary attention.”

      “We control this side of the field, Commander,” Lemrick said. “There should be little danger.”

      “I find it’s best not to make assumptions, Lieutenant,” Barnabus replied. “Now, everyone follow me and stay close.”

      “Danger?” Trigg asked. “I thought we were in a truce with the United.”

      Barnabus turned, and his large yellow cat eyes glowed in the moonlight. “We are. But it’s not them I’m worried about. Before this war, we fought creatures like dream drakkon, hobgoblins, and nooks. Creatures of the night that all feed on the dreams of sentients. Dirty parasites, the lot of them, and when one attaches itself to a sleeper, that person gets nightmares, which feeds the creature even more, creating a dangerous loop. They especially thrive off of fear, anger, treachery, and other darker thoughts.”

      “Commander, stop scaring the children.” Lemrick grinned. Her spooky smile did not reassure Trigg. “Those creatures are rare in the wild, practically wiped out before the Civil War began.” She clapped Trigg’s shoulder. “Barnabus is exaggerating to keep you in line. The worst thing you’ll find out there in the fields is you.”

      She gave Trigg a look that sent goosebumps down his arm. Barnabus laughed.

      “That may be true as well, but they still need to know about other dangers lurking in the fog, regardless, Lieutenant. Fall out, soldiers.”

      The group headed into the forest. After a fifteen-minute trek, they came to a white barrier of fog that reached twenty-feet high. Barnabus motioned for the party to stop. Up close, the fog churned and rippled like water.

      “What makes it move like that?” Trigg whispered to Colmehyuff who shrugged and said, “I don’t know, but it’s wicked cool.”

      “It gives me the creeps. It looks alive,” Trigg said.

      “It’s not,” Lemrick said. “Just a fog that’s smarter than its own good. It connects all the sleepers it’s got in there—uses their senses to keep them safe while their minds are connected to it.”

      “What about when their minds wake up from being asleep on Earth?” Trigg asked.

      “Then the part of the person that is here disappears. Much like you used to when you were still a sleeper,” Barnabus responded. “Now, everyone listen up.”

      The twenty to thirty soldiers shuffled around Barnabus and gave him their attention.

      “Our mission is to patrol the borders of the fog wall for any wo’ken and bring them back to Murdoch before they wake up in their home world. If you see anything that looks suspicious, don’t engage. Instead, call it in and monitor the situation until Lemrick or I tell you what to do. We’ve got three fields to clear before dawn, so let’s get moving. I’ll patrol from the sky. Lemrick, take it from here.”

      “Okay, sweethearts,” Lemrick called as she opened a large cloth bag. “Squad One, you’re on wall patrol. You know the drill. Buddy up, grab a talkie, and fall out.”

      “You’d think the guardians could afford to invest in new technology like smart phones, but no . . .” Colmehyuff complained as Trigg grabbed a walkie-talkie the size of a brick from Lemrick’s bag. “It’s got to be at least fifty years old and battle tested.”

      “Rules are rules,” Lemrick snapped. “Watch your tone, soldier, or I’ll make you walk the rows with squads Bravo and Lima.”

      Colmehyuff gave the lizard a quick salute. “Yes, sir.” And then he pulled Trigg out of the crowd of other soldiers waiting for their equipment. “C’mon, buda, let’s get outta here.”

      “Buda?” Trigg asked as they headed toward the fog that made up the edge of the sleeper field.

      “Yeah, buda. It’s short for ‘buddy up.’ You’re my buddy up.” Cole grinned.

      “Sounds good. Lead the way, buda.”

      The two followed the fog wall due south. A few steps down the fog line, and the noises from the platoon faded into muted silence. The air felt heavy, and the deep shadows in the forest seemed ominous. Trigg remembered the creatures that had followed them during his first night on Imperious Nox and shuddered.

      “What’s so bad about walking the rows?” Trigg asked. He kicked a pebble. It disappeared into the murky wall without a sound but sent swirls of gray fog that reflected the moonlight up and out along the barrier like it was a vertical sea. “This is just freaky. Like there’s monsters waiting to get us in the dark.”

      “You think the fog is creep-tacular, well walking the rows is ten, no, a hundred times worse. It means you go walk along the sleepers and make sure nothing suspicious is happening.”

      “So? Sounds more interesting than walking the edge and looking at boring trees. This is such a waste of time. I could be training right now. The festival is only a month away.”

      “You say that, but wait till you see one, a sleeper. Imagine walking along a line of people who have their eyes open but don’t see you. Yet every so often one of them screams or grabs at you or, worse, disappears. It’s no joke. Too bad newbies aren’t allowed to walk the rows until later.”

      “I saw plenty of sleepers during my one hundred nights. They didn’t seem so scary to me, hooked up to that fog thing and dreaming. The way I see it, is there was nothing to be scared of because they’re just seeing something I couldn’t see. Just because I don’t understand what’s going on in their heads, doesn’t mean I should be scared. And besides, what do you have against being a newbie?”

      “Nothing, you’re cool.” Cole grinned. “Helps you’re not scared of sleepers, but most newbies are skittish around them.” He glanced knowingly at the sword sheathed at Trigg’s waist. “Next thing you know, either they or a new wo’ken is dead. And I mean dead, dead. Not like I bounced in my dream and I woke up snug in my bed. Couple years ago there was this kid, a golem from Sector 2, who—”

      A loud rumble echoed through the fog wall and cut Cole off.

      Trigg drew his sword. In the time he’d been patrolling the fields, he’d learned a noise so loud that it penetrated through the dense fog wall meant it was probably twice as loud, twice as close, and twice as dangerous. To his side, he saw Cole nock an arrow to his bow.

      “Maybe it’s some kind of creature in the woods?” Trigg said, scanning the nearby pine trees.

      “No.” Cole kept his voice low. “It came through the wall. Look there, eleven o’clock into the fog, on the edge of the field. You see it?”

      Trigg squinted, trying to puzzle out what he saw. The fog no longer formed a pristine wall. Instead, it spilled across the dirt path they’d been following and billowed into the forest. The wall was broken. The first sleepers in the rows were barely visible in the resulting gap. They looked like tall silhouettes with fog swirling around their knees. Except one shape was different, larger—much larger.

      “I think so,” Trigg whispered. “What is it?”

      “Hard to say. Could be anything. Let’s get closer. Get that talkie ready.”

      The two boys crossed into the fog that marked the boundary of the sleeper field. It swirled around their ankles. A few more steps, and it completely engulfed them and blocked the forest from view. Trigg felt like he’d walked into a padded white room with a dirt floor. A few more steps, and their visibility improved. Rows of sleepers swayed in a nonexistent breeze, their feet rooted to metal platforms. Finger-sized tendrils of fog latched onto their heads.

      Goosebumps prickled along his arms. That had been him just a few short months ago. How had he been able to be like that, when now he felt so free? But then, freedom had a price. Back when he was still a sleeper, he hadn’t killed Terryn yet. Three rows ahead, the dark shape loomed above the row. It encircled one of the sleepers, and where the sleeper’s head was, the creature’s own head bobbed up and down, making a sucking noise.

      The boys crept closer, and vague features emerged from the dark shadow. A narrow head joined to a long neck and black sinuous body that ended in a forked tail. Long, spindly wings that looked umbrella-thin sprouted from the creature’s back. The creature’s four arms clutched a sleeper. It was eating the fog tentacles connected to the figure.

      “That’s not right,” Cole breathed.

      The creature sucked in the fog tentacles and then made a gulping noise like it was swallowing. The fog disappeared and then new tentacles emerged from the cloud and tried to drift into the sleeper’s head. The creature inhaled them, too.

      Trigg powered on the walkie-talkie. Static hissed. He pushed the transmission button and the static cut off. “Barnabus? Lemrick? This is Trigg.” He let go of the button. Static. He pushed the button again. “Are you there? I think we’ve found something . . . suspicious.” Static, and then Barnabus’s voice blared through the speaker.

      “Report. Over.”

      “There’s a creature with wings and claws. Over.”

      “Roger, Trigg. Sounds like a drakkon. We’re on the way. Do not engage. Over.”

      The creature’s narrow head whipped around. Its slitted pupils found Trigg and Cole and glared at them. An intelligent gleam in its eyes and the way it held their gaze reminded Trigg of a dragon. A wicked smart one.

      “Crap!” Trigg pushed the talkie button. “It’s too late for that. Over and Out!”

      The drakkon unwound from the sleeper. Its black scales glimmered with tints of green and blue down its neck to the tip of its forked tail. A giant pair of dark, leather wings unfurled from its back. The drakkon screeched and beat its wings, clearing away the fog. The blast knocked the boys from their feet. Trigg dropped the talkie. Cole grabbed it, pressed the button and yelled, “It’s definitely a dream drakkon! It’s pissed! Hurry!”

      The drakkon rose into the air. It pulled back its head and inhaled strips of the fog bank into its black nose. Then with a thundering roar, it exhaled a jet of flame at the boys.

      Before Trigg could react, Cole jumped in front of him, facing the drakkon. He crossed his wrists above his head. A white force field bloomed and diverted the flame around the boys like water over a rock in a river of fire. Cole screamed at the drakkon.

      Trigg ducked behind Cole. Watching the flame whoosh by, a strange urge raised goosebumps on Trigg’s skin. Cole’s shield seemed to hum, calling to him. He reached out and touched the shimmering shield. It rippled. He dipped his fingertips into it and touched the wall of flame. Instead of burning up, his hand glowed with energy, with magic. Trigg felt like he’d chugged eight energy drinks.

      “What?” Sweat dripped down Cole’s forehead as he looked over his shoulder at Trigg. “What are you doing?”

      “I don’t know,” Trigg responded, his eyes glued to his hand. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing or feeling. His fingers should be black crisps. Instead, as long as he kept pulling the flames into himself, his hand felt fine, if not a little warm. But, if he stopped, his skin began to burn. He trembled with the power flowing through him.

      “I can feel the flames,” Trigg said. “It’s like an ocean of energy.”

      “Try doing something with it. I’m not going to last much longer.” Cole’s entire body struggled against the flame surging from the drakkon.

      Trigg followed an instinct that told him to absorb the magic with his hands. He suctioned two large balls of shining energy, one into each hand. He thought the drakkon’s fire should have dissipated, but instead Cole’s shield bubble flickered and disappeared. The jet of fire spewing from the drakkon’s maw engulfed Cole. His armor turned a molten white. The skin where it touched sizzled and smelled like cooked steak. Vomit rose in Trigg’s throat.

      “No! Cole!” Trigg yelled, as his friend collapsed into a blackened heap. The fire bore down on Trigg. He tried to again suction up the magic with his hand, but he lost focus and panicked. The flames whooshed over him and siphoned the air from his lungs. Licks of flame burned his clothes, and his armor melted to his shoulders and ankles.

      I deserve to die. Cole, Terryn—they’re dead because of me.

      Trigg screamed with defiance. It didn’t matter. He would avenge their deaths. He must live. He must fight. He made himself focus on the magical energy of the drakkon’s fire.

      Like before, balls of energy collected in his hands. This time they were black. At first, a burst of hope rose through Trigg. He was doing it. It was working. But it quickly turned to dread. His hands began to burn, the heat unbearable. His palms turned black, and the skin blistered and oozed. It was too much energy. He couldn’t control it all. He wasn’t strong enough. His thoughts turned to despair.

      Nightmarish voices whispered from the fire.

      “Welcome home, Watcher of the Gates,” they hissed. “You killed your sister and now your guardian friend. He would have lived forever if not for you. There is only one place a murderer goes in the end. Enter and reap your just reward.”

      Barnabus slammed into the drakkon from the side. The fire and voices and pain disappeared. Trigg’s knees collapsed. He fell sideways to the dirt. It smelled of mud and life. His lack of pain was disorienting. Trigg’s vision blurred. When it came back into focus, Barnabus had pinned the drakkon’s wings to its side. He flew into the air. A second later, Barnabus reversed direction and slammed himself and the drakkon into the ground, which cratered with a thunderclap.

      Trigg pushed himself up and army-crawled to his friend. He released the energy he’d absorbed. A white shimmering substance emerged from his fingertips but fizzled into nothing. Barnabus appeared beside him.

      “Quick, hold him up, off his burns,” the gargoyle said. They rolled Cole over, whose armor had been burned off. His bow was charred black. But his face suffered the worst. Angry red welts blistered along his forehead and cheeks, which had swollen so bad his nose was invisible.

      “Oh my God, I killed him!” Trigg sobbed. “I wanted to help him, but I killed him. I’m sorry!”

      “Calm down and focus, child. He’s a fire sylph.” Barnabus pulled a metal tin from within his armor and uncapped it. He glanced at Trigg’s hands and shoulders. “You will be worse off than him when this is over.” He pried apart Cole’s lips with one hand and tilted a few drops from the tin into his mouth with the other.

      “What?”

      “He doesn’t react to fire like you. He probably saved your life.”

      “He did,” Trigg cried.

      The drakkon stirred behind them. Barnabus spared it a quick look.

      “Now you save his. Keep pouring this down his throat. It’s medicine. Don’t stop.” Barnabus shoved the tin into Trigg’s hands. The liquid sloshed and released a minty smell. Barnabus kneeled beside the drakkon. It whimpered when he touched its head. Trigg heard him say, “Steady on, boy. You’ll be okay.”

      Trigg hugged Cole close and bowed his head over his friend. He wanted to cry, but he could only scream, and even that didn’t come out right. More like a strangled gasp. His body felt as if it’d burned from the inside out. He couldn’t believe what had happened. Yet, he could smell the charred odor of flesh and the metallic tang of magic. He turned his head and coughed up vomit.

      After he’d heaved the contents of his stomach, he wiped his mouth and took a swig from Barnabus’s flask. The standard-issued healing drink soothed his throat. He then tried to pour it down Cole’s mouth but got more on his face than anything else.

      “I’m sorry,” Trigg said. If he’d had any liquid left in his body, he would have cried. He held Cole’s swollen jaw shut and stroked his throat, trying to get him to swallow the medicine. “I tried to help and something went wrong. And now you’re going to pay for it. I’m so sorry.”

      From out of the fog, Lemrick and more soldiers appeared. Grimm pushed through the crowd and kneeled beside Cole. He snorted at Trigg accusingly.

      He raised his front hooves and positioned them above Cole. The buffalo began to chant. It sounded like a Native American song mourning the dead, deep and melodious. He moved his hooves back and forth over Cole’s body. As he did, the air surrounding him and Cole began to glow. It reminded Trigg of when De’nah Deborah had healed Terryn when she was in the dream bubble. The memory brought bile to his throat again as he forced back a shriek, which only seared his throat with a wild ache.

      As the song continued, Cole’s tattoos on his cheeks and down his arms glowed like embers through charred wood. His burns faded, and his skin returned to its regular pale hue. The buffalo crescendoed the song. Cole’s chest rose with the notes and his breath came easier. Trigg squeezed the flask, afraid to breathe in case he broke the spell. His fingers cramped when Grimm sang a final low note, and Cole opened his green eyes.

      Trigg clutched Cole’s hand. “You’re not dead.”

      “No, but I feel like I’ve been to hell and back.” Cole rolled over to his side with a wobble.

      Grimm reached out a hoof to steady him. He snorted and emitted several clipped syllables.

      “Thanks, buddy,” Cole said. “I know it was stupid, but I’m sure it was an accident.” He rubbed his head and said to Trigg, “What did you do? One second the shield was holding and the next it was gone.”

      Trigg picked at the blackened dirt. “I felt this power, like magic, so I used it. I was trying to help you, and something went wrong. Then, you lost control of the shield.”

      Cole frowned. Trigg bit his lip. He kept his gaze on the ground. The flames had cooked the normally brown dirt into shiny clumps of coal.

      “That’s not what I remember,” Cole said. “I told you to use your magic, and you lost control of it. Something you did made the shield disappear.” Cole stared at Trigg, his green eyes flashing. An awkward silence stretched between them.

      Lemrick cleared her throat. “It doesn’t matter either way. It was an accident. The important thing is that everyone is okay.” She put her lizard fists on her hips and glared at both of them until they both nodded. “Cole, you all good?”

      “Hundred percent.” He flashed Trigg a grin. “Just next time you try to flame broil me, give me a warning, yo?”

      “Yeah, no problem,” Trigg replied.

      “Good,” Lemrick said. “Now that that’s settled, let’s go check on the sleeper.” She pulled Trigg to his feet, and Grimm helped Cole stand.

      “Sir? I thought drakkons didn’t live in the wild anymore. Just in the pits,” Cole asked.

      “So did I, but apparently not.” The group marched across the field to where Barnabus inspected the sleeper.

      “What exactly is a drakkon?” Trigg asked. “Is it like a dragon from Earth?”

      “Drakkons are like parasites, the tapeworms of dreams, latching on to their victim and sucking out all their emotions. The fields help protect against them. When the sleepers used to wander around freely in the dream clouds, a drakkon could feed off of one for weeks without us catching it.”

      Trigg shivered. “You mean it sucks out your emotions?”

      “All your happy ones. It was probably three or four hundred . . .” Lemrick paused and looked at Storm of Grimm. The buffalo grunted. “Four hundred years ago that we organized everyone into the fields. It made it easier to set up patrols and catch the drakkons. Now, the only ones that remain are the ones we use in battle against the United.”

      “They live in the pits in Nightmare City. Coolest place you’ll ever go,” Cole chimed in. “We’ll take you there sometime.”

      “We will do no such thing,” Lemrick said. “By the time we get back—”

      They reached the sleeper, and Barnabus turned around and spread out his wings, blocking the view of the sleeper. “Lieutenant, split your platoon in half and patrol along the field. I want to make sure there isn’t another drakkon or any unwelcome visitors nearby.”

      Lemrick snapped to attention. “Yes, Commander.” She turned to the group of soldiers. “Grimm take the thirty-third and forty-second squads and head north. Fifteen and twenty-four, you’re with me.”

      Once the soldiers disappeared into the fog, Barnabus folded his wings back. The sleeper on his platform was the last in the row on the field. The drakkon slumped nearby. The mist gradually thinned where it met the forest.

      “Boys, I promised you’d learn to walk in someone’s dreams tonight. This is the perfect opportunity to do that. The drakkon was feeding on the nightmares of this young man. We need to go into his dreams and find out what is causing such potent fear to attract one of the few wild drakkons left in Imperious Nox. Follow me.”

      Barnabus walked toward the sleeper. As they got close, Cole edged away from the drakkon. Its black scales contrasted against the mist, except for where the light glimmered and splayed a rainbow effect on the dirt as it breathed in and out.

      “Don’t be afraid,” Barnabus said. “I’ve woven a slumber spell. He won’t wake up until he’s well on his way to the Nightmare City. Now, I’m going to guide you through this first time, so there won’t be anything to worry about. As long as the sleeper believes we’re part of his dream, there won’t be any chance of the dream turning against us.”

      “Whatever you say, Commander,” Cole said. “The plan never goes according to the plan.”

      The dream turning against us? That doesn’t sound good, Trigg thought, but he didn’t say anything because he needed to learn how to fight in the dream for the tournament. Instead he quipped, “That’s why there’s plan B, C, and D.”

      Barnabus grinned with approval, and Cole grunted but stayed quiet. However, when the fog thinned a few minutes later revealing the sleeper’s face, Trigg wished he hadn’t been so flippant.

      It was Ryan.
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      The stream water rushed past Terryn’s ankles and chilled her skin. The rocky bottom pierced her bare feet. Pushing against the current, she waded to midstream where Commander Derrik waited. It had been only a day since he’d found her on the stream bank. This time she was here to learn how to weave the bubble shield spell just as Commander Derrik had promised.

      Derrik wore his steel plate armor and stood like a statue. The water parted around his knee plates. Even soaking wet up to his knees, there wasn’t anything funny about him. He remained steadfast and determined as if standing in a grassy meadow, not in a stream trying to pull him under.

      Once she reached him, he addressed her. “Child, the first skill you must master is anchoring yourself in the stream.”

      “Okay, how is that going to help me move against the current? Doesn’t an anchor do the opposite? Keep you from moving?”

      “In the third dimension, yes. That’s right. But the Between is the fourth dimension, which is time. Time doesn’t move forward or backward or even sideways. It’s a fabric that covers eternity and connects the stars. Your default to linear thinking limits your perspective. Time is all around us and even interconnected with the fabric of our thoughts. Tell me, when you entered the bubble shield De’nah Deborah created, what was your intention?”

      “To find Trigg and go home.”

      “Where is that?”

      “On Earth. At the Children’s Home.”

      “And this home, is it a place that you feel completely connected to? A safe place where you can just be yourself and be loved?”

      “Well, no, not really. It’s a place where other kids like me live—kids who no one else wants.” Terryn pressed her lips together and rubbed her nose.

      “I see,” Derrik said. His eyes tightened with sympathy. “You know, I’ve lived a very long time by myself. This camp, the cabin where I sleep, isn’t what I consider my home. A home is so much more than the four walls that surround us when the dream comes. For me, it’s the men and women who fight under my command—whose lives and safety I’m responsible for. Being there for them, that is what makes up my home.”

      Terryn lowered her gaze. “I see what you mean. It’s not the four walls of the structure that matter, but the family who lives in them.” A sense of loneliness and longing tightened her chest. She didn’t really know what having a true family meant.

      As if he could read her feelings on her face, Commander Derrik asked softly, “Daughter of Earth, where is it that you call home?”

      “Wherever Trigg is. He’s the one who’s been there for me through everything. I can’t imagine a place without him.”

      “When you stepped through the gateway into the stream, you were worried about him?”

      Terryn clenched her jaw, fighting tears. One escaped down her cheek. “I was. She gave me three options, and I didn’t know what else I could have done.” Terryn hid her face in her hands, controlling her tears, then added, “De’nah Deborah didn’t want me to stay, but I wanted to, to find Trigg, but she said I couldn’t because I wasn’t wo’ken.”

      Commander Derrik squeezed her shoulder. “You may not have wo’ken in our traditional sense, but you are definitely unusual and deserve to be trained.”

      “Thank you.” Terryn sniffled and wiped her cheeks. She felt a little embarrassed but relieved as well. Commander Derrik’s acceptance of her was reassuring. I can do this.

      “Anchoring yourself is essentially learning how to focus and control your thoughts,” he said, removing his hand and gently tapping her temple. “Because you didn’t have an anchor on your thoughts, that is how you ended up cracking the shield and losing control in the stream. I can show you how to prevent this so you can weave and control your own bubble shield. Are you ready to begin?”

      Terryn nodded.

      “To start, close your eyes. Take a deep breath. In with your nose, let your belly expand, and then slowly exhale through your mouth. Do that a few times, and I want you to listen.”

      Terryn breathed deep. In and out, then she listened. Birds trilled in the bushes along the creek bed. The water rushed along in the stream. Tree frogs peeped in the reeds lining the banks. A calming sensation spread through Terryn, and her shoulders relaxed.

      “Good,” Commander Derrik said. “Now, think of a time when you felt like this. When everything was right in the world.”

      The summer before Trigg’s first heart attack, Terryn remembered. She’d been sitting on the front steps of the Children’s Home with Keegan. They were playing capture the flag. It had been the perfect evening. Too perfect and too good to last, Terryn knew now. If only she’d enjoyed the moment then. She took a deep breath and exhaled, expelling her negative thoughts about not enjoying that time. She needed to concentrate. She needed to focus on the future, not the past. She needed to learn so she and Trigg could have many more good moments, someday.

      “Right,” Derrik continued. “Now I want you to listen to that moment, too. Don’t forget to keep breathing. What sounds did you hear? What smells were in the air? How did all of that make you feel?”

      The moon had been full. It lit up the front lawn with a silvery glow. She’d felt warm. It’d been a hot day that cooled with the evening dew. Cicadas buzzed in the branches above their heads. She and Keegan had been talking about the upcoming school year, about the excitement of being eighth graders, the oldest kids in the school. They were whispering, though, because they were also guarding their flag. It dangled from one of the two concrete railings that end-capped the front stairs.

      Their conversation cut short when Trigg exploded from the hedge farther down the lawn.

      “I’ve got it! I’ve got it!” he yelled and whooped and hollered as he ran across the grassy lawn, carrying a white flag. The other team’s flag. He just had to reach their flag, guarded by Terryn and Keegan, to win. The kids from the opposing team chased him, but he put his head down and ran faster.

      Terryn and Keegan jumped up and whooped back. They cheered him on. “Hurry! They’re right behind you!”

      The exhilaration on Trigg’s face as he raced up the front sidewalk was a memory Terryn would never forget. In that moment, everything else fell away. She was completely happy. Trigg on offense, her on defense. They made a great team, and they had won.

      “That’s it,” Commander Derrik said. “Hold that moment right there. Those feelings from that memory. Imagine enclosing them in a globe, a snow globe. You are protecting it, and whenever you want, you can pull it out and remember that night.”

      “How am I going to do that? It’s just a memory,” Terryn said, opening her eyes.

      “I will guide you through that. Right now, it’s just important to meditate on the memory. To fix it firmly in your mind so you can recall those feelings under any circumstances.”

      Terryn nodded. “I can do that.”

      “For the rest of the day, I want you to walk around the camp. Pick the noisiest spots and sit. Then for at least fifteen minutes, practice meditating and calling up that specific memory. Then, for the rest of the week, work on extending that time until you can maintain that memory despite any distractions for at least an hour.”

      “Ugh, that sounds hard. What if I can’t?”

      “Then you won’t learn the spell.”

      “Oh.” Terryn’s heart skipped a beat. Can I do this? It doesn’t matter. “I have to do this for Trigg.”

      “The smithy and the training arena are two good places to start your exercises. Then, maybe also visit the mess hall during lunch.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I will come find you at one of those spots each day and test your level of focus. Once you’re able to maintain a level of focus despite any distractions, then you will be ready to learn how to navigate the stream.”

      Over the next few days, Terryn visited each of the locations throughout the camp and worked on maintaining her focus. She started at the smithy. Because there weren’t many people there, she thought it would be easiest. Not so. The roaring kilns and the clang and clatter of the blacksmith hammers made it difficult to concentrate. Eventually, after a few hot and sweaty afternoons, those sounds faded into the background.

      When Commander Derrik appeared on the third afternoon, she successfully performed the focus exercise for him despite the distractions at the smithy and training arena.

      The mess hall did not prove as straightforward.

      Unlike the other two locations, soldiers came and went all hours of the afternoon. The only thing more interesting than the elaborate outfits they dressed in were the races of the soldiers themselves. Only a fraction were what Terryn considered human. More resembled Rihanna, the blue-skinned sylph from De’nah Deborah’s camp. Others looked like tall elves with long hair tied in braids. They carried bows and arrows tucked in quivers embellished with gold and silver filigree. Still others looked like fauns or some like gremlins with large and tufted ears. Their entrances and exits in the mess hall made it impossible to concentrate.

      After the third day, she lost her temper while eating dinner with Derrik. “This is completely stupid. How am I supposed to concentrate with everyone coming and going like they do? It’s not fair they’re all so interesting.”

      “Stick with it,” Derrik encouraged. “Your progress is acceptable. I have trained many guardians who took weeks to progress as far as you have.”

      Terryn poked at a chunk of meat in her stew. “I don’t have time to be acceptable.”

      “Be patient. It will come. In the meantime, if you are so impatient, instead of practicing in the main area, try doing your exercises in the kitchen and build up to the mess hall.”

      “If you think that will make a difference. I’m willing to try anything.”

      The next day, Terryn arrived at the mess hall about an hour before lunch started. This time, instead of entering through the front, she followed a worn trail to the back of the building.

      A gray-and-white cat picked at a large bin of compost under a window. Before she entered, a side window opened, and a pair of clawed hands emptied a ceramic bowl of scraps onto the pile. The cat ran off in disgust and hid behind the large tomato plants growing in one of multiple raised garden beds lining the wooden building.

      Terryn opened the wooden screen door to the main kitchen. The smells of oregano, cumin, and sweet bread mingled in the humid, hot air so dense that if she stuck out her tongue, she could taste their savory flavors. Across the long room, two small fire sylphs hovered three feet above the tiled floor, tending two large wood-burning stoves. At a center island, several gnomes wearing aprons chopped root vegetables that looked like carrots and potatoes and an odd purple vegetable Terryn had never seen.

      Right inside the door, another gnome with shiny black hair stood on a stool at a sink, washing dishes. The gnome startled and lost her balance when Terryn entered. The dishes rattled as she fell in the sink. With lightning speed, Terryn grabbed the gnome’s ankle and gently returned the small creature to her stool.

      “Thank ye,” the gnome said, smoothing her wet apron. As her hands passed over the fabric, it became dry. “That was some quick maneuvering, girl. If you hadn’t caught me, my hair would have gotten wet for sure.” She plumped her dark tresses, which were twisted into an elaborate updo with tiny blue flowers woven throughout.

      “No problem,” Terryn replied. “I’m glad I was able to catch you before your hair got ruined. It’s very pretty.”

      The gnome beamed. “You’re such a sweetie. I like you . . .” The gnome cocked her head and tilted her chin. A questioning smile lit her delicate features.

      “Terryn Lofton, from Earth,” Terryn answered. “Commander Derrik is training me to become a dream guardian.”

      “That sounds more exciting than washing dishes. My name’s Ne’Tasha, from Sector 1. What brings a wo’ken into the kitchens?”

      “There’s a spell I’m working on. I need to practice it, and the commander wants me to practice in the busiest places in camp.”

      “You’ll need to speak with Cook about that.” Ne’Tasha rinsed her hands and dried them on a small but fluffy white towel. “I’ll take you to her.”

      Ne’Tasha sprang from the tall stool and headed across the large room toward the right back corner to an open door. Inside, crates of produce made a desk where a thin female gnome with wrinkled skin and a white-haired bun sat. She was the oldest-looking creature Terryn had seen in the camp since arriving the week before. The aged gnome hunched over a large leather journal, biting the end of a pencil with two more tucked behind a pointed ear. As Ne’Tasha and Terryn entered, she glanced up, then placed the pencil into the book and closed it.

      “Ne’Tasha, do you need something?” Her voice sounded sharp and smooth as if age had only made it stronger.

      “No, ma’am, Cook. Not me. This here is the wo’ken that the commander has been training up. She’s wantin’ to know if she can work on her exercises in here for the next few days.”

      Cook regarded Terryn with a steady gaze. Terryn got the feeling that she was being measured like a pound of potatoes. After a moment, Cook smiled, but her brown eyes glittered.

      “What do you require, child?” she asked.

      “Not much, ma’am. A corner to sit and practice anchoring my focus.”

      An eyebrow rose. “And you want to do this in my kitchen?”

      Terryn resisted the urge to curtsy. “It’s only temporary, ma’am. I started in the main area, but it’s too distracting. Commander suggested I try the kitchen.” Seeing Cook’s eyebrows bend in the opposite direction, Terryn quickly added, “Assuming that’s okay with you?”

      “I’ve never let anyone in my kitchens who wasn’t productive,” Cook said. “For as many hours as you are training your hocus pocus in here, I require twice as many hours working.”

      “Twice as many hours?” Terryn exclaimed.

      Cook nodded as if the matter were settled. “Too many wo’ken have gone sour from not understanding the value of a full day’s work. Best for you to learn now how difficult life really is in this universe before you go to Paragon.”

      Terryn gritted her teeth. “My life hasn’t been exactly easy. I will need Commander Derrik’s permission. I don’t want to distract from my studies.”

      Cook waved her hand. “I will speak to the commander. I expect you here at six a.m. sharp tomorrow. That gives you free access to my kitchen either during lunch or before any of your shifts.”

      The longer Cook spoke, the angrier Terryn grew. I don’t have time to wash dishes all day and then also train to be a guardian. If she didn’t learn how to focus, she would never learn to weave the bubble shield and return to her brother.

      “I appreciate your offer, ma’am,” Terryn said, smiling wide, hoping it hid her frustration, “but I’m not here to wash dishes or prepare food for the camp. My parents abandoned my twin brother and me when we were little. Now, he’s been kidnapped by the Divided, and if I don’t rescue him, he’s going to die. I’ve already learned the lessons you are so helpfully trying to teach me—the value of hard work and perseverance. And because I’ve learned those lessons, I know that any time I spend in your kitchen is time not spent training the spells I need to weave, which in turn will take me that much longer to achieve the only chance I have at finding him.”

      Terryn paused. She could have cut the resulting silence with a knife. Cook stood and leaned on her desk. Terryn swallowed and pressed on.

      “It sounds like you are worried about not having enough help to feed the camp, ma’am. Like you said, that seems like something you should speak to Commander Derrik about.”

      Terryn snapped her mouth shut. Her nerves churched her stomach. This woman could make the remainder of her stay at camp very difficult, but she wouldn’t allow herself to become distracted. Hadn’t that been what Commander Derrik was making her learn this past week?

      Cook pinched her lips together. She took a step back and crossed her arms, examining Terryn as if she wasn’t what she’d expected.

      “That’s right, I am worried about feeding the camp. It seems as if day by day more new recruits pour into the camp to fight in the glorious battle against the Divided.” She nodded, looking down, as if thinking to herself, and then looked up. Her dark eyes pierced right through Terryn, giving her a look seasoned with a measure of guarded respect. “I will speak to Commander Derrik about my concerns and your role. In the meantime, you may stay and train for the morning.”

      Terryn let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding.

      “Thank you, ma’am.” Terryn again resisted the urge to curtsy but tilted her head respectfully.

      Cook waved her quill at Ne’Tasha. “Set her up in a corner, out of the way. If she causes any trouble, I’m holding you responsible.”

      Ne’Tasha nodded frantically and then dragged Terryn from the room. The office door clicked shut behind them.

      Terryn exhaled. “That went well. I think.”

      “Girl, I can’t tell if you’re extremely smart or seven kinds of stupid, but you got what you wanted, I suppose,” Ne’Tasha responded. “Follow me. The prep corner will be the best place for you—for training or for hiding if Cook changes her mind.”

      She scurried, pulling Terryn with her, to the opposite end of the kitchen. There, a sturdy table stretched the width of the back wall. In the center section, stools were tucked underneath its woodblock countertop. Pantry supplies lined open-faced shelves in the other sections. Above the table, iron-wrought racks hung from the ceiling. Curing meat and root vegetables hung in bunches from those racks. Occasionally, a copper pan glinted amid the onion bunches.

      “This spot will work perfectly,” Terryn said. “Thanks.”

      Ne’Tasha nodded, telling her if she needed anything else, to holler, then she returned to the washing sink.

      Terryn pulled out a stool and sat. The seat spun. She shifted her weight, spinning until she faced the wall, then back around to the kitchen. She took a deep breath, focusing on the tension leaving her shoulders and loosening the muscles down her spine. Closing her eyes, she could hear everything.

      The workers whispered. They wondered who she was, where she’d come from. The chop, chop of their knives against the countertop reminded Terryn of a metronome. She tapped her fingers in time and began her focus exercise. She cleared her mind and imagined a fisherman’s net woven from delicate strands of sound that stretched out across time. Time moved like water in the dream stream, but not linearly. It spiraled in all directions. She adjusted her vision, making the water resemble a vast, mirrored expanse, like a calm sea. The net stretched out across it.

      Her body, though, felt like a rock. There was an invisible wall between her and the net. She could feel it. She ran up against it as she strived to reach where the sounds traveled after they left this present moment. She could see the strands, glowing like her visions, disappearing out in the water. She wanted to follow them. Yet, her weight was too great. It dragged her down, anchored her. But she didn’t want to be anchored here. She wanted to swim out into the sea, to sail through its golden waves, like a boat, below a sea of stars. Something was blocking her. But what?

      This was as far as she’d gotten with the exercise Derrik had assigned her.

      A light touch on her arm caused the vision to fall away. She blinked, bringing the kitchen back into focus. A large young man peered down at her with red-brown eyes. They crinkled and lit up his wide face. Scars marred his skin as if he’d had horrible acne years before. His nose was too big, his ears were too small, and he stood much too tall to be completely human, but Terryn couldn’t think of anything else he could be.

      “Sorry, miss,” he said, his voice a low baritone that made Terryn think if dark chocolate had a sound, it would sound like his voice. “Could you slide over? You’re in my spot.”

      “What?” Terryn shook herself. He glowed with golden energy. Visions swirled around his head, and she even caught glimpses of herself. Shocked, she stared at him and narrowed her eyes. “Who are you?” she blurted without thinking, then blushed. Her voice sounded accusatory as if he had no right to have visions that involved herself even though she knew he couldn’t help it. Maybe the vision meant they were going to be friends.

      “Name’s Helo Artmen,” he responded. He shifted a bundle on his shoulder and reached his hand out to shake. “I hail from the second sector, the dur’dalis home world. Looks like you may be from thereabouts as well?” He lifted an eyebrow above a wide smile. It washed away Terryn’s embarrassment. Maybe it was okay she was in his visions? She wanted to be friends.

      “Right. Um. No, I mean. Wait, maybe. I got confused.” Terryn blushed harder, worried he would think she was stupid for not knowing where she was from. She slipped off the stool and busied herself with returning it to the nook under the table. By the time she turned back to him, she had her breathing and her thoughts under control.

      “Terryn Lofton.” She reached over to take his hand. It felt weathered but soft. “Sector 3. I forgot for a moment that sectors include multiple planets. Excuse me.”

      “New recruit then?” he asked, releasing her hand.

      “Something like that,” she responded. “I’ve only been here, maybe a week? A little longer.” This close she could see that what had looked like acne scars on his face were also on his hands and up to his rolled-up sleeves. “Can I ask, and I’m sorry if this is rude, but are you human?”

      Helo laughed an easy laugh. “You must be from Earth. That’s the only place that wouldn’t know a dur’dalis when they see one. I bet it’s pretty overwhelming seeing all these creatures from your storybooks in real life.”

      “Something like that.” Terryn grinned. “I’ve gotten used to it, but I haven’t seen anyone who looks like you around.”

      “I’m half-human. My mom was a dur’dalis.”

      “What’s a dur’dalis?”

      “It’s like a golem.” Helo leaned over and whispered, “But not as scary. I’ve seen them in the dreams of sentients from Earth. They are always roaring. I don’t think a dur’dalis could roar if his life depended on it. We’re a quiet bunch.”

      He gave Terryn a conspiratorial smile that she half-heartedly returned. Terryn wasn’t exactly sure what a golem was, but felt too embarrassed to ask. She planned to ask Derrik about it later. Changing the subject, she asked, “So what brings you to the kitchen?”

      “Just work. I’m the camp trapper.” Seeing Terryn’s puzzled look, he continued, “I catch . . . well, my birds and I, we catch various small game that Cook and crew then prepare and dish up to the camp. My personal favorite is grouse, but rabbit and even squirrel ain’t too bad when your stomach’s growling.”

      He heaved the contents from his bag. Dead squirrels, rabbits, and one grouse rolled onto the tabletop. Sadness pulled at Terryn. The creatures looked like they were sleeping. She touched one of the rabbits.

      “What brings you to the kitchen?” Helo asked. “Did Cook finally get some extra help?”

      “No, I’m not working. Although not because she didn’t ask. Commander Derrik is making me go to the noisiest spots in camp to work on my focusing exercises.”

      “Oh yeah? Training to be a guardian, huh?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Then I guess I’m going to be helping you out by giving you a big challenge, then. ’Cause right where you’re standing is where I need to prep these guys.”

      Terryn’s eyes widened. “Oh, that’s kinda gross.”

      “Gross? Are you a vegetarian?”

      “Well, no. I just have never seen that before.” Terryn grimaced and gestured at the animals.

      “You’re joking. Then, how do you eat?”

      “Go to the grocery store, buy my food, and then bring it home and cook it. Like normal people.” Terryn rolled her eyes as if to say “duh” and then flashed Helo a smile.

      Helo held up his hand. “Wait, why wouldn’t you see these at the grocery store?”

      “Because it’s not the animals; it’s just their meat.”

      Comprehension lit up Helo’s features. “Oh, that must be an Earth-only thing.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “The way sentients do things on Earth, it’s kinda weird. Like removing the magic from the eating process. I have huge respect for each of these creatures. They are giving me life and, I don’t know”—he half shrugged—“the way I understand how most of Earth processes its food seems disrespectful.”

      Terryn rolled her shoulders back. “I don’t know. Being respectful also takes a lot of time. Between hunting and then now prepping, when would have I time to do the stuff that only I can do?”

      “Like practicing to be a dream guardian?”

      Terryn cocked her finger. “Exactly.”

      “Right, so if you move over—this is my processing counter—I’ll get to work. You can spend your time practicing.”

      Terryn looked around. What had she done with the stool? I put it back. Great, now he’s going to think you’re a dummy. Terryn pulled her stool back from under the counter. She scooted over a few feet and sat. Helo moved some of the onion bunches and pulled a small, thin-bladed knife from his pack. Terryn tried to ignore him and focus, but she kept getting distracted by Helo. His movements were practiced and methodical. He suspended a brown rabbit by its hind legs from one of the iron hooks. A set of them hung lower than the others, probably just for this purpose.

      Using the small, sharp knife, Helo cut the hide around its hips and pulled. The motion was like removing a glove. The revealed meat looked translucent. Small blue and red veins followed the spine and threaded around the body’s haunches.

      Terryn shivered and looked away. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and ran through her mental exercise. She pictured the ocean again. All of her thoughts and emotions—the images of the rabbit, worries about Trigg, aggravation with Cook—she imagined sitting on leaves. They fell through the dark space of her mind, landed in the ocean waves, and floated away. She did this until nothing remained except her and the water. She focused on her breathing, and the golden fishing net reappeared.

      This time the vision felt more real. She heard the gentle sloshing of the waves and smelled the salty air. As the image solidified in her mind, pinpricks of light emerged in the dark expanse above the net. They dotted the darkness like millions of twinkling stars.

      Beyond her vision, she could hear the chop of Helo cutting into the rabbit’s carcass as if he worked in the next room. She mentally closed the door and redirected her thoughts back to the dark sky. She was standing on the bank of the dream sea. The night silence folded around her, embracing her like a friend. She felt reassured. Everything felt right.

      She allowed herself to be. No worries. No fears. No hopes. No dreams. She released them into the night. She floated on her back in the calm water, looking up. Suddenly, her perception shifted.

      She’d assumed the golden, twinkling lights in the net were stars. She was wrong. They were the visions. They were the same golden visions she’d seen sparkling above Trigg and Helo’s heads—just farther, much farther away. Centered as she was, she could make out the detailed movement playing in each light. The movement of the visions made them resemble twinkling stars.

      Now that her perception changed, the space between the golden strands of the net flexed like a three-dimensional magnifying glass. It drew one of the visions closer to her into focus. Golden tinted images flashed before her as if displayed on a suspended, crystal movie screen.

      The first scene showed a rabbit tucked in its mother’s nest with its brothers and sisters. The next showed the first time it emerged from its hole and smelled the grass and saw the sky. Terryn felt its happiness from experiencing all the smells. Its fear when it ran from an owl. The savory taste of eating broccoli in Cook’s garden. The joy it felt as it fathered its own litter of bunnies. And now, instead of dying with no meaning, its golden aura would fuel the energy of the camp and live on.

      Shocked by this realization, Terryn lost concentration. The vision snapped back on her. She jolted off the stool. Her knees smacked the cold concrete, and she barely caught herself before her face hit the floor.

      “Are you okay?” asked Helo, peering down at her.

      Terryn rolled over and lay flat. Am I okay? I’m not sure. “What the hell was that?”

      She didn’t realize she’d said that aloud until Helo responded, “How should I know? You’re the one who fell off a perfectly good stool. I’d check on you, but . . .” He held up his bloodied hands. The rabbit meat was processed and sitting on a tray. A squirrel hung from the hook now. Its skin glowed pink, and Helo had been in the middle of pulling its guts from a slit in its stomach. “Kinda busy at the moment.”

      Terryn groaned. She wasn’t sure what had just happened. Maybe Derrik knew. But wouldn’t he have mentioned something like that? She remembered the millions of “stars” of auras. Did that mean everyone had their own golden aura? If so, how did it help that she could somehow see them? If that was even what happened.

      She groaned again. “I think I have a headache.” She pulled herself off the floor and returned to her stool. She leaned on her elbows and rubbed her temples.

      “You going to explain what just happened?” Helo asked, his tone curious.

      “I’m not exactly sure. It had something to do with our conversation. I was thinking about the poor rabbit. I saw its entire life while I was focusing. It was happy about its life. About its death having meaning.”

      “Whoa. That sounds intense. I just know some basic spells, but that seems like some pretty advanced magic.”

      “Is it?”

      “Yeah, makes sense you’re training with the commander now.”

      Terryn just nodded, distracted by what he’d said. Advanced magic. Did that mean she could find Trigg’s aura? If she could somehow summon a rabbit’s aura, could she summon her brother’s, too? See his life? She needed to try again. Perhaps on a living animal.

      “I need to try that again. I think I may have figured something out, but I could use your help . . .”

      “Okay. What do you need?” Helo drew back like a mouse from a hawk’s shadow. His voice sounded wary.

      “You said you use birds to help you hunt? Do you think I could see them?”

      “That’s it?” Helo’s shoulders relaxed.

      “Yeah, I’m wondering if I could do that again, but with a creature that’s alive. I’d rather not start with humans . . . I mean sentients, you know. And you’re the only one I know who has pet animals around here.”

      Helo cleared his throat. “Showing you my birds would be okay, as long as you aren’t going to hurt them.” His voice dipped low, spiced with a mixture of question and threat.

      “Oh, no!” Terryn said. “It shouldn’t hurt them, but—” Trying to lighten the mood, she joked, “If you could have dinner ready, that would be helpful. Something tells me getting food could be complicated.”

      She laughed. Helo flashed her a big smile.

      “Dinner shouldn’t be a problem. If you come around twilight, like between seven or eight, then my owls will just be waking up for the day. They’d probably be a good choice. I’ve heard of other guardians using them as familiars. My hawks, not so much. They’re too independent.”

      Terryn returned his smile, more to mask the doubt she felt than to convey amusement at the idea that owls would be easier to work with than hawks. Both sounded too difficult and unsettling to handle.

      “Okay. That sounds good. Twilight at your place to meet your owls,” she told him, shoving aside her thoughts.

      “Great.” Helo smiled. He started to turn back to skinning the squirrel but then stopped midway. “Oh, and Terryn?”

      “Yeah?”

      “My birds aren’t pets.” He gestured to the carcass. “Whatever happens tonight, don’t forget that.”
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      Commander Derrik gave Terryn directions to Helo’s aviary during lunch. After recounting the morning’s experience to him, he agreed that she should repeat the exercise with a living creature.

      “I don’t have knowledge of any dream guardians having the ability to view an animal’s past,” he said. “But each of our talents manifest uniquely because everyone thinks differently, and our energy radiates differently, too.”

      “So do you think what I did was my magic ability?” Terryn had asked.

      “In a word, yes. Humans and elves, for we are related, have always manifested more complex but less obvious abilities. That’s why I’m not exactly sure what yours will be, but it seems fair to say it’s somehow related.”

      “I thought my power was related to traveling in the dream stream.”

      “That’s possible, but I doubt it. There’s a shared core of abilities that all sentient beings can learn, which includes weaving gateways and traveling through the dimensions. Anyone who is a guardian can learn them if they do the work. But then, there are additional abilities that are unique to that individual.”

      “Oh. That sounds complicated.”

      “Not really. It’s the natural order of things. Think about your friends. Are any more gifted in sports or music or quicker at math? It’s a similar concept but with magic. Take your new friend, Helo. His gift is unusually specific for a dur’dalis. He has an ability to connect with birds and motivate them to help him. It takes his natural healing abilities, as a dur’dalis, and focuses them. Other individuals’ magical talents might manifest as animal specific, but not be exactly like his. For example, in Imperious Nox, there is a veterinarian who can talk with animals. Her work is extremely valuable, and she takes on many assistants who have similar abilities to work with animals.

      “Each ability has a dark side, though. Continuing the example, those who work with animals often are introverts. They have a hard time relating to other sentients and are at risk of becoming recluses. I’m glad you’ve become friends with Helo. He needs someone to remind him there is a life beyond his birds.”

      When Terryn finally left Derrik’s cabin and headed toward Helo’s aviary, the dark, orange sun balanced above the horizon, an exaggerated sinking disc that drenched the trees in soft gold. In the opposite quarter of the sky, Primus, the first of Imperious Nox’s three moons—a large, chalky, curved sliver—rose behind tree leaves.

      Terryn followed Commander Derrik’s directions and was careful to stay on the worn path. It wandered through the two main areas of camp, filled with mostly soldiers’ tents and the occasional officer’s cabin like Commander Derrik’s. After about a five-minute walk, the path led into the surrounding woods. Another ten minutes led to the edge of a scraggly meadow where the last beams of sunlight made clusters of white lace flowers glow. In the surrounding wood, the shadows elongated, and a few katydids sang.

      Primus, the world’s first moon, rose just through the trees. It would set in a few hours and Rutilus, the second and smallest moon, would rise. The forrest would darken then because the dull pink orb wouldn’t cast enough light to see through the shadows until after midnight when the third moon, Serus, joined it in the sky. Phantoms haunted the forests during this dark time, so Commander Derrik warned Terryn not to leave the aviary until Serus lit the woods and the forest spooks returned to hiding. Terryn shivered despite the warm summer air. Since Trigg’s night terrors, she did not like the dark.

      Enough sunlight remained for her to spot the aviary, what looked like a large flight cage, on the far edge of the meadow. It was nestled in the back corner, where the grass grew longer. The path disappeared, so she picked through the scrub brush, careful to dodge shimmering orb weaver webs as she went. The last thing she wanted was a spider in her hair. As she approached, she got a better understanding of Derrik’s comment about Helo needing someone to remind him about life beyond his birds. She’d walked to the extreme outskirts of the camp. She huffed. This was almost as far as she could go and still be considered part of camp.

      Hiking closer, she discovered a slanted log cabin leaning against the opposite side of the aviary. Around the cabin, the meadow was trimmed back into a large yard. Large logs dotted the perimeter. Several had carved stands as tall as her extending from the bases. Leather straps wrapped around some of the stands, making Terryn think they had something to do with how Helo trained his birds.

      As she approached the wraparound porch, a curtain fluttered in one of the two windows. A thin stream of smoke drifted from a metal tube in the cabin’s roof. It smelled of roasted meat and carrots. Terryn’s stomach growled. It’d been hours since she’d last eaten. Feeling guilty about refusing Cook’s demands, she hadn’t had the guts to go to the mess hall during lunch. Instead, Ne’Tasha slipped her a chunk of sourdough bread and cheese as she left the kitchen. She’d spent the rest of the afternoon in the practice arena, kickboxing a target dummy normally used by the camp’s archers. The workout had felt good and made the subsequent cold bath in the stream not quite as unbearable. It helped her forget her empty stomach until now.

      As she mounted the cabin’s front porch, Helo opened the door. It creaked as it moved. Behind him, Terryn caught a glimpse of a stone chimney with a fire crackling under an iron stewpot. Above him, auras still flickered, but Terryn forced herself to ignore them and look at him instead.

      “Hey,” Helo said, his wide face splitting into a dimpled smile. “Welcome to the camp’s aviary. Sorry for the mess.”

      He invited her in. The fire lit the large main area with a homey glow. “Home sweet home,” Helo joked as he went on to identify each corner of the room as either “eat,” “sleep,” “chill,” or “birds.”

      In the kitchen or “eat” area, a pile of tin dishes filled a metal sink positioned below a well pump, but other than that, the one-room cabin was immaculate. A bed with a worn, red-checkered quilt was neatly made in the “sleep” corner. A plush couch and armchair encircled the fireplace in the “chill” area, and in the “bird” corner, a double glass door led into the aviary. Out there, tools and metal odds and ends filled tables, and pelts hung on metal hooks. In the cabin, nothing felt used. If it weren’t for his physical presence and the dirty dishes, Terryn wouldn’t have believed anyone lived there.

      Those dishes probably wouldn’t even be dirty if he hadn’t invited me over, she thought. Out loud, she said, “Wow, this is really nice. I’d love to have my own place like this.”

      “Really?” Helo beamed. “Most people think it’s weird, me living out here by myself.”

      “They’re the crazy ones, then. I grew up in an orphanage with dozens of other kids. Privacy was a luxury, and this feels like a palace.”

      “I bet dinner times were a free-for-all. Kinda like the mess hall here.” Helo moved to the fire.

      Terryn laughed, mentally comparing the soldiers lined up with bowls in their hands to the cafeteria-like lines from the Catholic Children’s Home. “I hadn’t thought about it before, but take away the armor, and they’re exactly the same.”

      At that moment, a soft tapping echoed from the door. “Right on time,” Helo said as he went to the door and opened it. Ne’Tasha stood on the porch. Her black, shiny hair was arranged in a pretty updo, and she carried a covered basket.

      “Ne’Tasha! What are you doing here?” Terryn asked as a happy glow from the unexpected but welcome surprise spread through her features.

      “I hope you two weren’t thinking you’re going to have dinner without me.” The little gnome grinned. She gracefully entered the cabin and deposited her basket on the table in front of Terryn.

      “She always brings me a basket of leftover rolls each week, so when she mentioned you two knew each other, I thought I’d invite her to stay,” Helo said.

      “Somebody has to make sure the camp hermit gets fed.” Ne’Tasha winked at Terryn. The two laughed. Helo joined in, but Terryn thought she saw a faint blush on his chubby cheeks. The little gnome tossed a glance over her shoulder to Helo. “But, accounting for this here girl’s audacity, you be getting the freshest of the fresh. Entire camp knows you’re out here tonight after the hula-ba-loo earlier today. Madam Cook sends her compliments.”

      Terryn’s jaw dropped. “You’re joking. I thought she hated me.”

      “Never has such a lie crossed my lips.” Ne’Tasha shook her head. “I’m serious. Cook went visiting Commander Derrik once lunch was tidied up and came back with promises of being able to hire three additional spots to help out.” The gnome broke out in a wide smile and added, “T’would not have happened without you, girl.”

      Helo smacked the fireplace mantel in excitement. “I never thought I’d see the day when Cook met her match.”

      “And Terryn, it gets better,” Ne’Tasha added. “Cook says you’re welcome to come sit and do your magic training whenever you want.”

      “Thank you! That’s a relief.” Terryn’s stomach growled. “I haven’t eaten all day because of it. I was worried I was going to starve!”

      “You won’t starve tonight. Dinner is rabbit stew,” Helo said. “It probably won’t be as fancy as what Ne’Tasha and her crew rustle up, but it hasn’t killed me yet.” He picked up a ladle hanging on the mantel and stirred the contents of the iron pot over the fire. The hearty meat and veggie aroma made Terryn’s mouth water.

      “It smells delicious,” Ne’Tasha said, wrinkling her nose appreciatively.

      Terryn nodded her agreement. “I’m not picky. There’s been plenty of times when it was hard to know where my next meal was coming from. But that smells delicious.”

      “Sounds like here. If I don’t catch something with my birds, then the camp doesn’t eat.” Helo tasted the stew and then replaced the ladle on the mantel, careful to set the dirty part on a porcelain spoon rest.

      “Oh, we eat. We just don’t like it,” Ne’Tasha drawled. She leaned toward Terryn and whispered, “Veggies,” and curled her lips in distaste. She then whisked into the kitchen corner and began opening and closing cabinets searching for bowls.

      Helo looked up. “Third one over,” he told her, but by then she’d found them and the spoons in the drawer next to the pump. Within a second, the bowls, spoons, and cups magically appeared on the table.

      Terryn jolted with a gasp. Ne’Tasha had appeared in a seat, buttering a roll. Helo shook his head. “Show-off.”

      Ne’Tasha shrugged, dark eyes twinkling and a crooked smile on her red lips. “What do you expect when you invite a gnome for dinner. I left you the milk.”

      “Right.” Helo trudged into the kitchen corner and withdrew a glass pitcher of milk from what looked like a concrete block. Seeing Terryn’s puzzled look, Helo responded defensively, “It’s a mini-cellar, but inside the cabin. Pretty fancy, huh? The mason installed it in exchange for enough fur to make him a coat.”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to be rude. It sounds fancy,” Terryn replied as he poured milk into the tin mugs. “Even after all these weeks, it’s still odd to me how different yet similar this place is to Earth.”

      “You won’t ever get used to it,” Ne’Tasha said, passing buttered rolls around. “I came to Imperious Nox nigh thirty-five years ago, and there are still things I miss about my home world.”

      “Gnomes live in Sector 1, right?” Helo asked. Ne’Tasha nodded. “You guys have the most beautiful cave formations in all the galaxy. My grandfather’s battalion visited there during the Inferna Campaign. He said the way the caves light up with the firefly creatures made it seem like an underground sky.”

      “Wow, that sounds amazing,” Terryn said.

      Ne’Tasha nodded. “The ci’cindelae give us light. We care for them, and in exchange, they glow and allow us to see. Here in Imperious Nox”—she gestured toward the fire—“the light consumes and burns. On Caecus Mundi, it is a gift that is earned.”

      “We have fireflies on Earth. In fact, the way I traveled here was through a portal my brother called a firefly portal.”

      Ne’Tasha and Helo looked impressed. “That’s a complicated spell to weave,” Helo responded.

      “And it only works when certain planets align. The calculations to get the timing have to be very precise or something can go wrong,” Ne’Tasha added. “The weaver needs years and years of study.”

      “Something did go wrong with it,” Terryn said. “I’m not sure what, but the portal closed, and my brother and I were separated.”

      “Is that how you ended up here at the camp?” Ne’Tasha asked.

      Terryn nodded and told her two new friends her story as they ate. She explained how Trigg had become wo’ken and joined the Divided. How she’d gotten separated from him. The United had tried to help, but now she was trapped here until she could learn to use her powers. How Commander Derrik was helping train her, so she could figure out how to travel the dream stream to reunite with her brother.

      After their second servings, Helo looked outside. “It’s starting to get dark now, and the birds should be waking up soon.”

      He stood and collected their empty dishes and added them to the pile in the sink. Ne’Tasha rolled her eyes. “You’re so cute, Helo.” She smiled and waved her hand. Water poured from the pump, and a sudsy rag began washing the dishes.

      “Thanks!” Helo grinned. “Always nice to know people.”

      Terryn looked impressed but puzzled. “Why didn’t Helo weave that same spell?”

      “Cleaning is not my affinity,” Helo replied.

      Ne’Tasha leaned over and explained, “I’m a gnome. We are all gifted at weaving spells involving administration and preparation.”

      “Got it,” said Terryn. “So your specialty is pretty updos and dishes?”

      Ne’Tasha laughed. “You’re a dear. The hairstyles are from my mother. The shininess is all me. I’m the goddess of cleanliness.” She winked. “Speaking of which, I’ve got a messy mess hall waiting for me. I should go tend to it before my crew up and decides to do it the wrong way without me. Toodles.” She grabbed the empty breadbasket and headed for the door. “Thanks for dinner, Helo. Terryn, see you tomorrow. Guard well thy sleep to you both.”

      “Guard well, to you, too,” Helo responded.

      “Good night,” Terryn said.

      The cabin door creaked closed behind the gnome and enveloped Helo and Terryn in silence. Terryn suddenly felt anxious. Talking through dinner had allowed her to settle her nerves about reading a live creature’s aura in the dream stream, but now those feelings returned.

      “Helo?” Terryn started, then paused, her thoughts and fears jumbling together into a sickening knot in her stomach. “What if this doesn’t work?”

      Helo left the dishes and walked back to the table. “Why would you think that?” Fear tightened Terryn’s throat. Helo’s large hand engulfed hers. “I’m a dur’dalis, which means I’m a healer. Anything bad happens and I can patch you up.”

      “Right. That’s helpful.”

      “That’s what I want to hear,” Helo said. “Ready to go?”

      Terryn groaned at his enthusiasm and stood. “No.”

      Helo’s rust-colored eyes sparkled. “I’m excited to learn how one of my birds interacts in the Between. I want you to tell me everything when you get back.” His energy was contagious. Helo slid open the double glass door that led to the aviary and stepped through.

      “Welcome to the aviary,” he said with pride.

      Terryn walked through the doors into a wide space that smelled of night air and a faint musky smell. Rutilus shone golden red through the branches of two large white oak trees that grew at the farthest end of the cage. Their top branches reached toward the cage’s roof, maybe seventy-five feet high, but the top of the cage still stretched a dozen or more feet higher. The moon’s light was bright enough for Terryn to see how the cage was partitioned into eight habitats below the oak trees’ branches. Four along each wall and a spacious hallway between. Shorter trees, bushes, and scrub thickets grew in each of the smaller habitats.

      In total, the aviary housed two barn owls, three red hawks, two barred owls, a great-horned owl, a young peregrine falcon, and a golden eagle.

      “What’s your plan?” Helo asked once he’d finished the tour. He kicked the dirt with a booted foot. The gesture made Terryn realize, despite his enthusiasm, he was nervous about the birds’ safety.

      “I saw the rabbit’s auras earlier, so hopefully the same thing happens with a living creature,” she told Helo. “If anything weird happens or a mysterious injury suddenly appears on my body somewhere, go get Commander Derrik.”

      “After I heal you.” Helo brought out the barred owl. Its talons looked sharp as it clutched the leather glove. Helo held a meat chunk in his other hand. He lured the bird onto a stand in the middle of the aviary. A small leather thong connected his glove to the owl’s leg, above its sharp talons. Helo untied it and said, “This strap is called a jess. I’m not going to tie it to anything, so if something does go wrong, he can fly away.”

      Terryn nodded. “Good idea. He’s so beautiful. That makes me feel better, to know he’ll be able to escape.”

      As she spoke, Terryn examined the owl’s wide yellow eyes. They looked like miniature suns eclipsed by a matte onyx stone. The owl blinked, bobbed its head, and leaned forward. Terryn inhaled softly as it stretched its beak out and lightly hooked her finger.

      “That means he likes you,” Helo said. “He wants to sit on your shoulder. Is that okay with you?”

      “Um. Sure. Will it hurt?”

      “Not if you use this.” Helo reached over and placed a sturdy pad on her shoulder with his free hand. He lifted the owl so it could step onto her protected shoulder.

      The owl was lighter than Terryn expected, and despite the protection, his talons felt like eight acupuncture needle points. Terryn moved to a nearby stump and lowered herself into a sit, careful not to disturb her passenger. Helo took off his glove and handed it to her. She put it on and then placed her hands in her lap, palms up.

      Feet flat on the ground, she closed her eyes and began the meditation exercise. She slowed her thoughts and expanded her lungs. The cool air slid through her throat, tightening her chest. Then, as she exhaled, the pressure relieved.

      Her eyes opened in the Between.

      Golden auras filled the dark sky like stars. Nearby the dream stream bubbled. She could still feel the owl’s weight. Reaching with her gloved hand, she brushed above her shoulder. Talons pinched her fingers through the leather. She pulled her hand back and looked into the eyes of the owl. His spirit had traveled with her. It had worked. A thrill of excitement ran through Terryn.

      The owl’s feathers gleamed a brilliant copper and silver-white. Its eyes reflected the starry auras above. Its own aura depicting memories from its life flickered above its tufted head: the moment it opened its chick eyes and discovered a sibling, curled up next to her; how much she enjoyed the sensation of eating the regurgitated rabbit her mother fed them; long winter nights tucked under her mother’s feathers, safe and secure.

      Terryn jolted with surprise when she realized the bird was female. Helo had said it was a male. The owl ruffled her feathers, and Terryn sensed amusement color its aura. She contained another jolt of shock when she realized the aura allowed her to understand the creature. The owl did not seem surprised. She showed Terryn an aura of how Helo had found the owl in the forest with a broken wing. A golden haze outlined the stream of memories:

      Terryn saw a flash of a young black lizard that looked like a dragon snapping the owl’s wing mid-flight. A drakkon. She fought back, scratching the drakkon’s eyes until it released her and flew off, but her wing had been broken. Once the drakkon disappeared, the owl wobbled to the forest floor.

      “Hey buddy,” Helo had said when he found her hiding under a shrub brush. He took her to his cabin and let her sleep perched on his bed during the days while her wing healed. He fed her pieces of meat from his stew. At night, she became restless. Helo woke up each time and chanted a calming spell, lulling her back to sleep.

      It’d only been recently that he’d moved her into the aviary. There, able to see the sky, but not reach it, she’d remembered what it meant to be an owl. She missed flying in the skies. Her time spent here was complete.

      Terryn felt the owl withdraw from her mind. She preened her chest feathers. The golden mist faded from Terryn’s vision as the owl muted her own auras. They faded back into a subdued glowing around her feathers.

      Wow! I understand you! Terryn thought back at the owl. How is that possible?

      You are a wanderer. How does the sun give life and the moon cause the tides? They just are, as you are destined to be a guardian who walks in the stream and protects those who sleep.

      The thought overwhelmed Terryn. Her concentration wavered. The starry sky above the dream stream flashed into focus for a moment before returning to the owl’s vision.

      I was told I couldn’t be a guardian, that I’m just a girl from Earth.

      Do you want to be a guardian?

      Terryn nodded. Yes, I think it’s the only way to find my brother, but I never woke from the sleeper field.

      Wanderers never wake. They are born. Yet—the owl paused and cocked her head—you still sleep. The Whisperer works to wake you. Woe to him when you do. Woe to you if you wake too late.

      What do you mean? Who is whispering? How can I never wake yet sleep? That doesn’t make sense!

      A roll of thunder rumbled across the celestial sky. The dream stream and the starry horizon reflected in the owl’s eyes. Lightning flashes zigged and zagged.

      We must hurry. The zen’nacht come. My name among owls is Alethia. It is time to leave. Tell the Whisperer. You must soon follow after. The one you love no longer sleeps. Should he find you, he will bind you and cause all to be lost.

      Do you mean Trigg? He would never do anything like that. He is going to die if I don’t save him. I saw that in his aura.

      The owl rotated her head. Her celestial eyes bore a wedge of fear into Terryn. She needed to find Trigg. Soon. Before it was too late.

      Alethia hooted and flapped her wings. Thunder echoed, and wind swept up behind the owl, as if called by her wingbeats, and threw Terryn from the Between. As Terryn fell into darkness, she heard the owl’s voice.

      Powerful forces move against you, and yet, you still play a child’s game. Beware, the dream is not always what you see. Find the key and wake.

      Terryn snapped back to Helo’s cabin. She fell off the stump onto the grass.

      “Whoa there. You okay?” Helo reached down and pulled her upright. Terryn’s breath caught in her throat. Helo’s grasp felt steady and warm on her arm. It was the first time someone had purposely touched her since she and Ryan kissed the night she left Earth. She missed him. Did she love him?

      “Yeah, just lost my balance.” She smiled, trying to brush aside a pang of loneliness but failing when she looked up into Helo’s red-brown eyes.

      “You had me worried for a second,” Helo said and turned to inspect Alethia, perched on her stand. She ruffled her feathers and blinked her ordinary golden owl eyes.

      The evening air had grown colder and the sky darker. The second moon hung low in the sky. Cicadas hummed in the trees like a summer chorus accompanied by a cricket symphony in the tall meadow grass beyond the lawn of Helo’s cabin. Terryn squinted into the darkened tree line. In the moonlight, ghostly figures flitted from tree trunk to tree trunk.

      “Helo, can you see those shadows in the trees?” she asked.

      He turned from checking Alethia and peered into the evening gloom. They both watched another shape flit through the forest shadows.

      “Oh, those are dream spiders, spinning their webs for the night. Harmless, as long as you don’t get bit.”

      “They look a lot bigger than the spiders from Earth,” Terryn said, swallowing back a scream. Those shadows were the size of a large cat or small dog. “They couldn’t kill someone, could they?”

      “Oh sure, happens once in a while. But they’re slow, and the physical webs are fragile. As long as you’re careful, they wouldn’t be able to catch you. It’s only if they bite you and send you into the dream world that it’s a problem.”

      “Huh,” Terryn responded. “Commander Derrik said something about not going back to my cabin until after the third moon rose? What’s it called?”

      “Serus.” Hello searched the sky. A golden-red moon hung behind the smaller but brighter first moon called Primus. “Oh, wow. Rutilus is in the sky already. It’s getting late, yeah. I guess you’ll have to hang out here for a while longer until Serus rises. Then you won’t have to worry about running into any dream spiders. It’s too bright for them to be out when all three moons are in the sky.”

      Terryn nodded and turned back to Alethia. There was so much to unpack from their short trip into the Between. She wasn’t sure where to start or if she even wanted to share.

      “So,” Helo asked, breaking the short silence. “Did it work?” He began running his hands over the owl’s wings and talons, checking her for any injuries. She perched regally as if the leather thong tied to the stand didn’t exist. “He seems okay.”

      “Yes, it worked.” Terryn paused, trying to find the words to explain. “I saw the owl’s life just like the rabbit’s. It was amazing. Seeing her life through her eyes and then she communicated with me.”

      Helo let out a disbelieving breath and turned back to face Terryn. “He spoke to you? That’s amazing. What did he say?”

      “Well for starters, she said she’s a girl, and her name is Alethia.”

      “What? A girl? How did I miss that?”

      Terryn shrugged. “She told me the story of how you rescued her. That was very kind of you.”

      “What else happened? You just sat here and stared off into space like you were in a trance.”

      “I was floating in a dark space, and there were stars all around me.” Terryn recounted to Helo everything that had happened.

      Once she finished, he asked her, “What do you think she means by telling you to find a key?”

      “I don’t really know. Everything about this place just seems to be one giant riddle. As soon as I figure something out, there ends up being something even more confusing to figure out. Where would I even go to find out more about a key? What kind of key was she even talking about?”

      Helo stroked Alethia’s breast feathers. “Can you go back in and ask her again?”

      Terryn sighed. “Maybe? If I went back, she’d probably peck out my eyes for being so dense.”

      Helo nodded. “Yeah, that sounds about right for an owl. Anything else?” he asked, scratching his head.

      “She said she’s grateful for your help, but it’s time for her to leave.”

      As if underscoring her desire to leave, Alethia looked straight at Helo with her large eyes. She then stretched her wings, fluffed out her chest, and ruffled her feathers, before settling back onto her perch.

      Finally, Helo nodded. “It’s not fair to keep her captive any longer than necessary. She is a wild animal with her own spirit. I wouldn’t want it to break. Not after caring for her as long as I have.”

      The decision made, they walked out of the aviary and into the field. Helo carried Alethia on his wrist, wearing a large leather glove. He untied the leather thong connected to Alethia’s ankle and then raised his fist into the air. Alethia spread her wings and launched into the night.

      “Fly free, my friend,” Helo called out to her. “May your days be fair and bright.”

      “And your nights long with pleasant flights,” Terryn added as they watched the owl disappear into the shadowy forest foliage.

      “Well, that’s that,” Helo said, turning back to Terryn. He pulled off the glove and then looked at it for a long moment before tucking it under his arm. He headed back toward the cabin, his head down, shoulders slumped. Terryn realized, then, how hard that decision had been for him to make. She almost reached out to pat his arm, but she wasn’t sure if it was appropriate. She settled for quickening her stride and falling in next to him as they walked the grassy path across the yard.

      “That was a very selfless thing you just did there,” she said.

      Helo brushed at his eyes. “My birds aren’t pets.”
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      Recognition jolted through Trigg.

      That can’t be Ryan. That’s impossible.

      He swallowed a surprised yell and stepped closer to Ryan, the sleeper. The soft red dirt of the sleeper field puffed around his Converse. Trigg felt like he was having an out-of-body experience. Here he was millions of light-years away from his home planet in a magical dirt field where countless thousands of sleeping beings from all the planets across the galaxies came when they slept. And there, standing—or rather swaying on the metal dream platform—right in front of him was Ryan. A kid he’d grown up with on Earth. A kid who’d gone to his same school, helped the nuns cook the same food they’d eaten at the Children’s Home, a kid who was practically his sister’s boyfriend.

      His memories of Earth came with a sobering realization.

      These sleepers, these people. They are real people. Not just some puppets in a play. What I do here in the dream can and will impact their waking lives.

      Trigg forced himself to look at the other sleepers, really look at them. Until now, he hadn’t thought about them much. He was so focused on his training, on dealing with his grief from losing Terryn. And before that, he’d been so sick for so long. But now, almost losing Cole to the drakkon gave him a moment of clarity. It wasn’t all about him. He wasn’t exactly sure what it was all about, but he understood it wasn’t just about him. The thought made his grief easier to bear.

      Nearby, a group of soldiers heaved the unconscious drakkon into a cage on a trailer linked to a four-wheeler-type vehicle the guardians used to patrol the fields. Cole watched them.

      What was in Ryan’s dreams that was so dark that it would attract a drakkon? Trigg wondered, remembering what Lemrick had told him about drakkons being attracted to a sleeper’s bad dreams.

      He hadn’t really known Ryan, who was one of the older cool kids who hung out at the Children’s Home. It’d only been in the last year when Terryn started hanging out at the ice cream shack that Trigg had seen Ryan around more. Terryn liked him, and Trigg had never felt any bad vibes from him.

      Trigg started moving into the field to get a closer view of Ryan, but Barnabus stretched his clawed wing tip and held him back.

      “Easy there, Earth boy,” Barnabus said. “Don’t rush ahead. I’ve got to open the gateway first. Otherwise, you’ll just walk right into the field instead of the sleeper’s dream.”

      Trigg swallowed again and nodded. “Right, knew that,” he muttered, averting his eyes.

      He hoped Barnabus couldn’t tell that walking into the field was exactly what he had wanted to do. If Barnabus or Lemrick found out he knew the sleeper, they wouldn’t let him go on the mission because Ryan might recognize Trigg. And worser still, Barnabus might decide to wait to teach him how to enter the dream. Trigg didn’t want to wait. He needed to learn how to master his magical abilities before the tournament. That was only a few short months away.

      Cole shot Trigg an amused look and then coughed into his hands. “Liar.”

      “Shut it,” Trigg coughed back.

      Everything will be fine. There’s nothing to worry about. No way Ryan will recognize you.

      Barnabus moved to the edge of the fog. He trailed his large hands in the air like he was feeling along an invisible wall. Trigg and Cole, once they saw what Barnabus was doing, followed to get a better view of the gargoyle’s hand movements.

      “To enter the dream, you have to know what you’re looking for,” Barnabus said over his shoulder once they were within earshot. As he spoke, he kept moving along the fog wall, searching with his outstretched hands. “It’s like the slightest bump on a wall. Normally, it’s easier to find, but the drakkon broke down the fog barrier to get to the sleeper.”

      Trigg leaned over to Cole and whispered, “I don’t get it.”

      “The fog is not like the fog that’s in our worlds. It marks where the dream dimension can be entered. Think of it like a mirror that reflects the particles in the dream dimension into our own dimension.”

      “How come?”

      Cole shrugged. “I don’t know, buda. I just know that it happens because Imperious Nox is the entry point into the dream dimension. It’s like the foundation the dream rests on.”

      “Quiet, you two,” Barnabus grunted. “If you’d paid better attention during lectures, Trigg, you’d know all this already.”

      Trigg flushed. Right, the morning lectures. He was supposed to attend them to learn about everything he’d missed by growing up on Earth. Apparently, all the other sentient beings’ home worlds knew about the existence of the other worlds. Earth was different, though. He remembered Murdoch saying it had something to do with the veil. He wasn’t exactly sure what, and he didn’t really care with the tournament looming. He and Cole mostly skipped them to practice their fighting drills. Apparently, Barnabus had noticed.

      Crap! Trigg thought. Guess I won’t be skipping those anymore.

      Two nearby eleven soldiers working to secure the drakkon with chains, overheard Barnabus and snickered. Cole cocked his chin at them. “Who d’you think you’re laughing at?” He smirked. “Mind yer business there.”

      “Hotshot newbies think you’re big stuff,” the first soldier jeered.

      “Yeah.” The second soldier nodded. “Acting like the rules don’t apply.”

      “I’m the tourney rep for the brigade, and the rules, well, they haven’t seemed to help much.” Trigg drew his sword and casually looked it over as if inspecting it for blood. He flipped the blade around and pointed it at the drakkon to make his point. “Rules are just another way to get yourself killed—just takes longer.”

      The first soldier sobered up, but the second scoffed. “You’re a dead kid walking, stulte. You won’t last a single dream cycle in the fields, and they’re already sending you to the tourney?” He shook his head. “Vapulabis!” He said the word long and slow. “You’re in for a whipping.”

      “That’s enough,” Barnabus growled. The soldiers quieted as they finished binding the drakkon and then locked the cage.

      “Hey, stulti!” Cole shouted after them as they moved off. “Come find us later on the practice yard. It’ll be fun. We’re always looking for more verbero to beat!”

      Neither looked back as they drove the trailer away, but Trigg knew they’d heard because the first raised his fist in an obscene gesture. Trigg and Cole snickered, but only after making sure Barnabus wasn’t going to chastise them as well. Barnabus focused on his weave, only huffing breath to show his displeasure.

      A dozen other soldiers, who looked more like wizards wearing ankle-length robes under their armor, moved along the perimeter of what Trigg thought might be the sleeper field. They walked about five paces apart from each other, their steps in sync with the others, and arms outstretched and all facing the same direction. Their movement seemed choreographed and practiced.

      “Nerd alert,” Cole said, leaning over to Trigg and pointing in the dancing wizards’ direction.

      “Oh yeah? Why’s that?”

      “Those are the guys who fail out of wo’ken training but can still do magic. If you can’t fight, you can’t guard the dream.”

      “But they have armor?”

      “Sure. Protocol anytime you’re out near the fields.” Cole shrugged. “They can’t cut it fighting with weapons, so they do other battle stuff.”

      “How is dancing in the dirt battle stuff?” Trigg asked, his eyebrows rising as every other soldier started pirouetting.

      “Well, right now they’re rebuilding the guard walls that mark the edge of the sleeper field. The fog is the visible barrier, but other spells form an invisible barrier that’s supposed to prevent things that shouldn’t be in the field from entering.”

      Trigg grinned. “Things like an overgrown lizard?”

      “You got it, buda.” Cole cocked his hand like a pretend gun and pointed it at Trigg. “Top of the class.”

      “What happens to wizards who can’t fight or weave spells?” Trigg asked.

      Cole shrugged, then gave a sly wink. “Dunno. Probably join the United.”

      The boys laughed.

      As the wizards moved, the fog receded like the ocean tide, away from the forest and back to the sleeper field. The wizard soldiers stretched their hands above their heads. As they did, the fog churned and rose into a wall. It reminded Trigg of the fog walls he’d seen when he’d wandered the sleeper field during his night terrors before he became wo’ken.

      “Found it,” Barnabus said near the newly formed invisible guard wall. “Come here, you two, and let me show you how to weave the gateway into the dream.”

      Trigg and Cole moved closer to the gargoyle. With the fog wall restored, Ryan and the other sleepers were no longer visible, only the churning wall of gray fog that encircled the field.

      “Now, just barely touch the fog,” Barnabus instructed. His fingers curled slightly, as if holding on to something invisible in midair.

      Trigg placed his fingertips against the fog. A jolt of energy jumped from the wall and electrified his muscles, causing them to cramp. Trigg ground his teeth and flinched against the pain. When he opened them, he saw the magical barrier restraining the fog. It glowed with iridescent rainbows, similar to the drakkon’s scales. The translucent structure stretched into the sky, arching toward the center of the field, and then disappeared into the distance. Trigg guessed it was actually a giant dome encasing the entire field.

      “Whoa!” He exhaled. “Why couldn’t I see that before?”

      Cole rolled his eyes. “You should know all this. At this pace, how are you ever gonna be ready for the Arena?”

      Heat rose in Trigg’s face, but Barnabus interjected, “Easy, Cole.” He turned to Trigg. “I expect to hear from Lieutenant Commander Re’naldi you are attending the lecture periods after this. It’s not magic, but energy. You can’t sense it until you’ve been keyed in to its frequency. Touching the wall just now allowed your body to recognize it. Just as if you’d never seen a cactus before, but once you know what it is, you’ll always be able to recognize it—even if it’s a different kind of cactus.”

      “Right. Okay, I’ll go to the lecture periods,” Trigg grumbled.

      Now that he could see it, Trigg realized the wall was like a force field. It hummed with energy, like a million bees lived within its confines, making his hand vibrate. He clenched it, then opened it, trying to disperse the tingling sensation.

      “Now watch closely,” said Barnabus. He beckoned them closer. “This is how to use the wall’s energy to weave a door into the sixth dimension.”

      Trigg smelled the musty odor of the gargoyle’s rust-colored hide. His clawed hands were wrinkled, and the short, dark, and pointed claws had a ring of dirt under them, the same color as the dirt in the sleeper field.

      “Imperious Nox is the only place you can safely weave this spell. It’s dangerous to try anywhere else, even outside of the sleeper fields.” He arched a tufted eyebrow at Cole, who cringed behind Trigg.

      “What did you do?” Trigg asked out of the side of his mouth as Barnabus started pinching along an invisible line in the air.

      “Just caused the space-time continuum to collapse on itself. No biggie.”

      Trigg snorted, imagining his friend’s shock when his weave collapsed on itself, or something like that. Cole snickered back until Barnabus cleared his throat.

      “Did I miss the joke?”

      The two friends sobered and shook their heads.

      “Good, because I’d hate for you to accidentally create your own black hole and get sucked into the Between because you couldn’t pay attention.”

      It had been Barnabus who convinced Trigg that he wasn’t in a normal dream, that this world—Imperious Nox—was a real place, that his dreams were real and not just fantasies conjured by his mind.

      If only Terryn were here with me. She’d love seeing Ryan, even if he’s only a sleeper plugged into a field. The memory of his sister sent a sharp pain through Trigg’s chest and tightened around his heart, squeezing till he coughed. He took a deep breath and welcomed the discomfort. I deserve that.

      By this time, Barnabus had pinched a dot pattern in the shape of a door. The gargoyle then moved his hand back to the top corner and sang a simple melody like a scale. He drew a straight line, starting above his head and down, connecting the dots. As he drew, a line of light appeared as if his hand had opened a crack into a glowing place behind the fog.

      He spoke over his shoulder to the boys. “Imperious Nox is the closest dimension to the dream world. As a result, you don’t have to be a wanderer to do this.”

      Without warning, Barnabus sang off-key, and his claw ripped through the air. Cole gasped. A dissonant tone rang out and the fog splintered, creating a jagged opening bigger than a dinner plate. A rushing noise emanated from its depths. The scent of cool water and freshly mowed grass in twilight swept over Trigg.

      “Barnabus! You’re not supposed to do that!” Cole exclaimed, horrified curiosity pulled his eyes wide.

      “And now that I have your attention.” Barnabus held his hand steady. His voice tightened with a warning. “This is a gap. They’re dangerous. When you weave a gateway, you are essentially cutting a path through the Between. One wrong weave, and you could fall into its depths and be lost forever.”

      Once Trigg and Cole assured Barnabus they would be careful, he sang the song again. This time he sang the correct notes. The tear sealed itself up and then reformed along the correct path, outlined by dots.

      When Barnabus finished, the resulting glowing shape looked exactly like the portal Trigg entered from Earth. The one that had killed Terryn. Trigg’s heartbeat accelerated, punching his chest. His breath came in short gasps. The horrendous memory of that night months ago rushed back.

      The portal—it is just like . . . No, it is exactly the same magic.

      The same spell.

      But this time, I’m on the other side.

      The wrong side. Away from her.

      The terrible memories that he had worked so hard to push away flooded him. Not that he hadn’t seen it in his dreams at night in the intervening months. The memory was forever seared into his soul.

      I wasn’t close enough.

      Her pain became so great, in the end, that she threw back her head, contorted her spine, and screamed.

      Her final moment.

      The bond spell he’d unknowingly woven had been stretched to the max, with her on Earth and him on Imperious Nox. The magic didn’t understand they were only feet apart. It didn’t recognize the other magic that made them close. It only recognized the physical distance: the millions, billions of miles separating them, each on opposite sides of the unknown universe.

      My failure.

      If he’d known how to use his magic, he would have known to change the spell to account for physical and magical distances. Or, at the least, he would have known how to release the bond before it was too late.

      “Once you’ve completed the spell,” Barnabus was saying, “you anchor it by singing the four counter notes and turning your hand like so in the center of the door.” As Barnabus completed the action, the fog that made up the door completely dissipated, leaving a glowing rectangle.

      He had Barnabus to thank for her release. At first, he’d been so angry with the gargoyle—who was, at the time, his only friend in the new world—for closing the gateway with Terryn on the wrong side. But the gargoyle recognized what was happening, if he didn’t understand exactly what Trigg had done, and made the most humane decision possible. He’d made the hardest decision to close the portal and completely sever the bond. The choice gave Terryn a quick death versus dying hours or days later, an occurrence Barnabus had seen before with the bonding weave. Trigg would not have been able to make that decision but was grateful once he understood that Barnabus had wanted to show mercy. Murdoch, the camp’s commander, had not been grateful. He punished both Barnabus and Trigg by sending Trigg to the tournament.

      Trigg didn’t care that he was probably going to die. His only comforting thought was that he would be with Terryn when he lost. In the meantime, the training was difficult, and Trigg welcomed the pain.

      It was the price he gladly paid for still breathing.

      A hand gripped his shoulder. His vision cleared; the pain faded into the background.

      “All good, buda?” Cole asked, his freckled forehead scrunched in concern.

      Trigg caught his breath. The gateway shone behind them. He had walked through without realizing it. They were in the dream world. The fog shrouded their view of anything except the ground—dirt just like the sleeper field.

      Trigg looked through the gateway, back the way they’d come. The grassy forest floor, where the wizards repaired the fog wall, looked like the lawn of the Children’s Home. Déjà vu washed through him. His vision whirled, and the bitter taste of regret rose in his throat.

      Barnabus waved his hand, and like before, the gateway swirled shut. Trigg shoved his pain and hurt deep into his stomach, creating a tight ball of anger and self-loathing dense enough to form a black hole.

      Things will never change. I’m a failure.

      “Trigg?” Cole asked again.

      Trigg blinked and then looked into Cole’s green eyes. “Yeah, buda. I’m good.”

      Cole thumped his back and grinned. “That’s the spirit. Let’s go save a sleeper.”

      Trigg gave a genuine laugh. “Lead on, buda.” Cole and Barnabus set off deeper into the fog, and Trigg followed with bemusement. The idea of him as anyone’s savior was laughable.
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      Barnabus lectured Trigg and Cole on safety precautions as they progressed farther into the dream world. “Stick together, don’t get lost, don’t believe anything you see,” he said. The usual instructions Trigg expected for interdimensional travel.

      “Since we crossed the gateway, we’re now in the sixth dimension. This is where everyone dreams. Since we are here and also awake, the only rule you need to know is that there are no rules except the ones made by the sentient being whose dream you occupy. That’s why it’s so dangerous,” Barnabus said. “Stick close to me. We’re going to meet up with Lieutenant Lemrick and the rest of your platoon.”

      Cole and Trigg nodded.

      “Follow me,” Barnabus said and then walked into the fog. Before his wing tips disappeared, the two hurried after him. They walked in silence, broken only by their muted footfalls on the soft dirt for about ten minutes until they crested the top of a hill where Trigg saw multiple hunched shadows in the valley. As they walked down into the valley, the fog thinned. The shapes were houses—rows and rows like a small city. Even from this distance, Trigg noticed that they were all different kinds of houses: a white Victorian, a brick ranch, a tree house, a cave with an arched door, and hundreds more—each lining a pristine asphalt street with white cement sidewalks and curbs.

      “Each house represents the consciousness of a sleeper,” said Barnabus. “When we think something is wrong with a sleeper like in this case, we will enter the house. This allows us access to the sleeper’s dreams and gives us a good idea of what’s going on.”

      “I’m almost scared to ask. What could go wrong?” Trigg asked.

      “Everything,” muttered Cole.

      “We won’t know for sure until we get there.” Barnabus stopped to consult a metal cuff on his wrist. He swiped his fingers over its home screen and up. A hologram projection unfurled in the air. The glowing diagram looked like a street map. He swiped the projection closed and then looked around before turning right down a hill and toward the neighborhood that could have been located anywhere in America suburbia, except for the fog-encased sky and the variety of house styles that lined the street.

      “Keep up, you two. We’ve got a hike to get to the right sleeper. Reality distorts distances in this place so we’re a little farther than you might think.”

      Trigg didn’t need to keep up with Barnabus to know where they were heading. Since he knew the sleeper was Ryan, he had a good guess about which house they were heading toward. Stretching tall above all the other houses, easily viewable looking down from the ridgetop where they stood, was a replica of the gothic stone building of the Children’s Home. It was on the far side of the valley where the neighborhood was nestled so its features weren’t clearly distinguishable, but Trigg knew.

      Indecision burned Trigg’s stomach. What was he going to do? The closer they got to the building, the more likely it was that Barnabus would recognize it. The more likely he’d start asking questions.

      The building didn’t look exactly the same. Unlike its real-world counterpart, dark ivy covered the stone façade and wrapped around the gothic arched windows in front. Dark shadows seemed to crawl up and down what should have been white pillars supporting the front entryway.

      Trigg considered volunteering that he knew the sleeper was Ryan. But he’d messed up so badly with his attempts to weave magic and protect Cole, so he stayed quiet.

      Maybe they won’t recognize it. Besides, Barnabus said the sleeper would just think we are part of his dream. There’s no reason to worry about it.

      After a ten-minute trek down the hill, the ground leveled off and changed into asphalt. They were getting close to being able to walk between the houses. Barnabus stayed on the edge of the first neighborhood, circling to the right. As they walked along the street, Trigg had a better view of the homes. He felt like they were playing tricks on him. No matter how big the home, each took up the same amount of space while simultaneously looking anatomically correct. It was like looking at a neighborhood through circus mirrors. The way the homes seemed to reflect at odd angles made his head hurt.

      Trigg squinted and rubbed his eyes. “I think I’m getting a headache,” he said to no one in particular and then rubbed his eyes again.

      “You’re doing good,” Barnabus said. “Better than Cole did his first time in the dream world.”

      “Hey!” Cole said. “There’s no need to relive the past.”

      “What? Tell me? Anything to distract me from feeling—” Pain shot across Trigg’s midsection and dragged him to his knees. His stomach heaved and he threw up. Closing his eyes, he forced himself to sit still and breathe, eyes closed.

      Through the blackness, he heard Cole say, “That’s pretty much what happened to me, too.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Don’t worry, you get used to it,” Cole added. “Space doesn’t follow the normal rules here. One time I was walking down a hallway in a house, and from one step to the next, the dream shifted me from walking on the floor to walking on the ceiling. It can be disorienting.”

      “You’re so helpful. Thanks for the warning,” Trigg grumbled, cradling his head with his hands. He rubbed his forehead and tried to swallow. His mouth tasted like acid.

      “I’m thirsty,” he announced to no one in particular.

      “No drinking or eating in the dream,” said Barnabus, over his shoulder. “Eat or drink anything in this dimension and you’ll be trapped here.”

      “It won’t help anyway,” Cole added. “Just get used to the suck.”

      “Focus your mind and breathe deep,” Barnabus continued. “It will help ease the discomfort. Again, attending the lectures would have prepared you for this with specific focusing exercises meant to limit the disorienting effects of the dream. We are creatures of the lower dimensions. This is the sixth. As your mind adjusts, the headaches will lessen. Just be patient.”

      Trigg rubbed his temples one more time, took a deep breath, opened his eyes, and slowly exhaled. He breathed in and out as waves of nausea rolled through his stomach. After a minute, they slowed and seemed to come less often. Barnabus reached down and offered his clawed hand. Trigg grabbed it, and the gargoyle pulled him to his feet, which felt steady enough. He still felt lightheaded, but as long as he kept breathing, it was bearable.

      “All good, buda?” Cole asked, concern knitting his brow.

      Trigg nodded. Cole patted him on the back and the trio continued. After a few minutes of walking, Trigg settled into a rhythm of breathing that allowed him to look around without getting sick, as long as he didn’t focus on the houses for too long. He mostly watched his Converse as they walked along the middle yellow stripe of the asphalt road. Their footsteps, the only noise in there place, echoed through the foggy, shape-shifting neighborhood.

      A thought occurred to Trigg. This place reminded him of something, of a memory from school.

      “There’s a picture on Earth,” he said, “where there are staircases going every which way in a giant room. It was in 2D, but it reminds me of this place.”

      “A picture of upside-down staircases? Sounds exactly like this place,” Cole said.

      “An echo of the dream,” Barnabus replied over his shoulder. “Each world has them. Murdoch calls them ‘breadcrumbs of truth.’”

      “More like breadcrumbs of batshit crazy,” Cole muttered to Trigg. They shared a laugh, and Trigg thought he heard Barnabus snort.

      They reached the lot where the distorted Children’s Home sat. On Earth, the property with its wrought iron gate took up an entire city block. Here it was crammed into a uniform parcel. Barnabus held up a fist to signal a stop.

      “This should be the parcel that belongs to the sleeper the drakkon attacked,” he said, looking down at his hologram watch. Then, looking back up, he stared at the building for a long moment. Even with the distortion caused by the dream, it was still recognizable as the Children’s Home—especially if you’d seen it before on Earth. Trigg thought he saw a flicker of recognition cross the gargoyle’s leathery face.

      Crap.

      Barnabus consulted his watch again, looked at the building, and then snapped it closed. He turned back to the boys, away from the iron gate.

      “Lemrick, Grimm, and the rest of your squad should be here in a moment. Before they get here, Trigg”—he crossed his arms—“do you have something you want to tell me?”

      Trigg kicked a loose pebble on the road. He nodded, keeping his gaze on his shoes.

      “What was that?” Barnabus asked. “I didn’t quite hear you.”

      Anger flashed through Trigg, and he met Barnabus’s golden eyes. “Yes. I’ve seen this place before. But not like this. It’s the Children’s Home.” He took a deep breath. “I recognized the sleeper. It’s Ryan. A guy who had a crush on my sister.”

      Barnabus pressed his lips together as if carefully considering his next words, then spoke, his voice soft and low. “Entering someone’s dream, like we’re about to do, is incredibly dangerous. Some monsters can eat your soul, the sleeper could trap you in a mirage that you’d never be able to escape from as long as that person lives in the real world, or you could die. To die here is to die. Once your mind believes you are dead, there is no coming back from that. Withholding critical information about the identity of a sleeper could result in lives lost. If I had known you knew the sleeper, I wouldn’t have brought you. It’s that dangerous.”

      Barnabus drew back and took a long breath. He glared at Trigg again. “However, what’s even more disappointing is you knew as much and didn’t say anything on purpose.”

      Trigg avoided Barnabus’s glare. Instead, he focused on the front lawn of the parcel. The front lawn where he’d spent countless nights playing with his sister and the other kids abandoned by their parents.

      “What did you expect? My sister is dead. If I don’t learn how to use my magic by the tournament, then I’m as good as dead, too.” Trigg glared at Barnabus, the pain of the memories from the home more painful than defying his commander. “Who cares if I end up dead here or dead there. So yeah, I didn’t say anything.”

      “It’s not always about you,” Barnabus growled. The noise was low and distinct. “When a sleeper sees someone they know in a dream, it makes them more likely to remember it the next morning. Remembering dream guardians is not something people from Earth are prepared to handle.”

      The quiet fury in Barnabus’s voice made Trigg feel like he was a little kid being lectured by Sister Rachel for running out into a busy road. “I can go back if you want me to,” Trigg offered, barely containing the frustration in his voice.

      Lemrick and Grimm appeared at the end of the street. A squadron of soldiers, dressed in leather and iron armor, marched behind them.

      Seeing them, Barnabus replied, “No, it’s too late for you to go back now.” He rubbed his forehead and squeezed his eyes shut. “Plus you don’t know the way back, and even if you did, you’d probably get sick again.”

      “He could come inside but just stay out of sight of the sleeper?” Cole suggested. “Should be simple enough with the rest of us as distractions. I bet this Ryan kid won’t even notice Trigg in the crowd.”

      Barnabus sighed. “Cole, you’re right. That seems like the best option at this point.” He turned to Trigg. “Stay out of sight and don’t do anything stupid.”

      “Yes, sir.” Trigg saluted.

      “Don’t do anything stupid?” Lemrick asked as she came within hearing distance and signaled the troops behind her to a halt. “That is the only thing these two troublemakers know how to do, Commander.”

      Barnabus nodded, frustration and a ghost of a smile wrinkling his big, golden eyes. “You have that right, Lieutenant.”

      Lemrick saluted Barnabus, who returned the gesture. Then, to Trigg and Cole, she said, “Report, soldiers.”

      They snapped to attention and saluted.

      “Sir,” Cole said. “Trigg is aware of the identity of the sleeper.”

      Lemrick shot an incredulous look at Trigg. “How do you know the sleeper, soldier?”

      “Sir. His name is Ryan. He is eighteen years old and just got his driver’s license. He works at the ice cream shack a few blocks from here . . . I mean a few blocks from the Children’s Home on Earth. He and my sister were good friends. She was hoping to get a job working there with him this fall once she turned sixteen and was old enough . . .”

      Trigg’s throat tightened and he stopped talking. The realization that she would never get to do those things or anything like that sent powerful grief through him. He shielded his eyes and bowed his head.

      A warm, large presence surrounded him. It was Grimm. The buffalo wrapped him in a hug. An impression of a warning entered Trigg’s mind from the buffalo.

      “Soldier,” Trigg heard Grimm’s voice whisper in his mind. His dark, round eyes penetrated Trigg’s, who felt as if the buffalo could see the sorrow hidden there. “You need to guard thyself before you walk into the sleeper’s world.”

      Trigg stiffened and pulled away. “I don’t need your help,” he snapped.

      Grimm frowned and spoke aloud. His deep voice reverberated through Trigg. “Beware, young one.”

      The buffalo raised his large nose and tested the air as if he were a dog tracking a scent. “The wild magic is strong here. I sense you and the sleeper shared a connection to the girl. Tread cautiously, or you’ll wake things that should remain hidden in the dark.”

      “I don’t care what mumbo jumbo you need to do before entering,” Lemrick added dryly, despite her surprise at hearing Grimm speaking out loud. “Just make it happen. I’ve never heard of a wo’ken knowing a sleeper before.”

      “It’s very rare,” Grimm agreed. “Sit and do your focus exercises, Trigg. Open your mind and confront what you find there.”

      “This work should have already been done before now,” Barnabus said, frowning. “During your morning sessions.”

      “Sorry,” Trigg muttered.

      Lemrick’s voice turned serious. “If you aren’t prepared, who knows what will happen. Do you want a repeat of the drakkon incident?”

      “No, sir.” Trigg drew a deep breath.

      Lemrick’s eyes narrowed, examining Trigg’s expression. He did his best to look contrite. Although, what he really wanted to do was punch something. However, whatever the lizard saw there, she seemed satisfied.

      “Well met, soldier,” she told him. “Stay here and focus.” She pointed her clawed hand at Trigg and Cole. “Both of you, while I decide what I’m going to do with you.”

      “Sir. Yes, sir!” Trigg and Cole responded together.

      Barnabus addressed the platoon. “Soldiers, your mission is to find the sleeper and assess his status. He will be hiding somewhere in the house. Locate him and then radio to everyone else to rendezvous. The sleeper could be in trouble. He could be causing trouble. We don’t know at this point, so everyone be on alert. As many of you know, a drakkon was feeding on his dreams earlier. This means that something nasty is most likely waiting inside this dream. I want everyone on high alert. This is a hostile dream until further notice.

      “Everyone, divide into three squads. One with me, the other led by Lieutenant Commander Lemrick, and the final by Lieutenant Grimm. Two groups will approach from either side, and my group will approach head-on. We don’t know what we’re going to find. It could be nothing, but as soon as you find the sleeper, radio in for further instructions. Do not engage. Clear?”

      “Sir. Yes, sir!” the group shouted. Barnabus twirled his hand in the air and pointed forward. The soldiers split up.

      “You’re with me, Trigg,” Lemrick called out. “I want you where I can see you. Cole, up front Grimm.”

      Trigg hated leaving his friend, but he had agreed to stay back. That didn’t mean Cole should have to miss out on all the fun, too. Five additional soldiers made up his squad in addition to himself and Lemrick, who made introductions. Trigg thought he knew the first two from the practice yard even though he’d never talked to them: two tall fauns, with goat heads, human arms and hands, and hoofed feet.

      Trigg recognized their red blazers as Murdoch’s elite guard force. Closer inspection revealed their blazers concealed Kevlar-like armor around their muscled chests and automatic rifles strapped to their backs and swords attached to their hips. They wore no pants, except for the curly fur that covered their legs.

      The next soldier was a dark elf wearing form-fitting leather and metal armor that made it clear she was a female. Her red eyes, a purple tint to her skin, and wild black hair intimidated Trigg. He couldn’t stop staring at her. She, on the other hand, barely glanced at him, the disdain plain on her arched brow. He made a note to stay far away from her as she’d probably stab him with the two short swords buckled upside down on her back or shoot him with the handgun strapped to her thigh.

      The other soldier looked like a regular guy Trigg would see at a local gym lifting weights. He had big arm muscles and wore a dark leather cloak that extended to his booted feet and hid whatever weapons he’d brought. Trigg wished he’d thought of having multiple weapons beyond a sword. He made a mental note to brush up on his shooting skills after this. Target practice had been part of his wo’ken training, but Trigg hadn’t really understood the benefits of having multiple weapons till now.

      The final soldier was a child-sized gnome. He had balding gray hair with wire glasses perched on a long, wrinkled nose. He wore slacks, and a collared dress shirt peeked out of an emerald-green vest. He looked out of place without armor or a weapon until he smiled at Trigg, revealing razor-sharp teeth.

      Trigg fell in line behind the gnome as Lemrick signaled for their group to follow Barnabus into Ryan’s dream.

      When Trigg walked inside, he expected to feel something—a tingle or a shock—signaling the entry into Ryan’s dream. Instead, he felt nothing.

      Ahead, the bushes along the driveway had grown larger and the iron fence that encircled the property was taller. Looking back the way they had come, the street and sidewalk diminished as if he were looking backward through a reverse telescope. The sight made him nauseous, so he quickly looked away. On the lawn, everything shifted back to normal proportions.

      At the halfway point between the street and the group home, Lemrick’s and Storm of Grimm’s groups split off and headed toward opposite ends of the building. As they walked across the lawn, a field of streetlights sprouted like trees on time-lapsed film. One caught a soldier’s uniform and lifted him off his feet as it rose from the dirt. After he was rescued, nothing else unusual happened until the team reached the house. Lemrick’s squad approached the side door, which Trigg knew led to the kitchen.

      Black shadows covered the farthest pillar of the front awning. They moved up and down the white stanchion like liquid in a lava lamp. Lemrick lifted her fist, signaling a stop. Trigg and his team huddled around the side door against the building’s stone wall. Lemrick walked to the edge of the building and inspected the pillar. Then raised a walkie-talkie to her lips and pressed the button.

      “Bravo One, there’s a dream mite infestation near the north end of the front porch. Please advise. Over.”

      After a moment of static, Barnabus’s voice came through. “Lima Two, the infestation has taken hold throughout the entire dream. Maintain your current course. Harvesting will happen on our way out. Over.”

      Lemrick clicked the button. “Roger that, Bravo One. Lima Two, out.”

      She released the button and silently signaled the group to advance through the kitchen door. When the human soldier tried to open it, the handle didn’t budge.

      “Ni’kel, it’s locked!” He called in a low voice.

      The gnome soldier pushed past the dark elf and fauns until his nose was level with the doorknob. He withdrew a set of lockpicks from his jacket. Touching his pointer finger and thumb together, he spun a circle around the door. Trigg imagined a thin spiderweb of silver connecting his hand and the thin metal pick, because the pick began to move in time with his hand motion. After a half revolution, the door clicked and swung open. The gnome gave a satisfied smile.

      “After you, Rizzo,” he said, standing aside.

      “Thanks, buddy,” the human soldier replied, drawing his pistols and leading the way into the kitchen.

      Trigg entered last and closed the door behind him. Inside, he recognized the kitchen, but the formally white appliances, tile, and cabinets were covered in the same gray infestation as the front porch.

      “Ker’zick,” Lemrick said, surveying the dream mites. “This is bad.”

      She stood just inside the door with the dark elf. Across the room, the others had their weapons drawn and were looking through the door to the hall.

      “I told Murdoch something was festering in this sleeper field, Commander,” responded the dark elf, “but Murdoch wouldn’t believe it.”

      “He should have listened to you, Len’Leyah. This may be too far gone to harvest.”

      “Burn it to the ground,” one of the fauns called from across the room as he loaded his rifle clip.

      “Better than the alternative,” his partner added.

      “Don’t want the United to get its hands on it,” said the human soldier. “That would fuel them for years.”

      “Then, let’s not let that happen, Rizzo,” Lemrick told the human soldier. He rolled his eyes after she turned her back to him and told everyone else, “Let’s move out. We’re not waiting for the flowers to grow.” She pointed to Trigg. “Trigg, take up rear guard. Len’Leyah to the front.” The dark elf moved to the front of the formation, her gun ready, and gestured for the human soldier to follow.

      They crept into the hallway where a school of purple goldfish swam serenely through the air. The soldiers didn’t even look at them, but Trigg stood transfixed. They gave him a feeling of déjà vu.

      “Dream fish.” Lemrick leaned over his shoulder. “They’re reflections from the dream stream, the fourth dimension. The walls are thinnest between the dimensions here in the fields.”

      Trigg nodded. He remembered Terryn mentioning the goldfish to him after she’d gotten injured in the Between.

      He remembered something else as well. “What about the other things from the dream stream? Those eels? They attacked my sister. If those are here, does that mean they’re here, too?”

      Lemrick gave him an appraising look. “Yes. The zen’nacht eels can cross into people’s dreams by invitation. However, the dream fish are generally a good sign the eels are not around.”

      Trigg scanned the walls as the squad moved from doorway to doorway down the hall. Each was covered in the shifting darkness from the porch. Each passing room seemed darker than the last.

      “That crud on the walls seems evil-looking enough that they might just show up.” Trigg kept moving down the hall, Lemrick beside him.

      “The crud is not evil. It’s energy clouds caused by the dream mites hiding underneath. They feed on especially vivid dreams.”

      “What are dream mites?”

      “A small creature that is a baby in the dream world and then moves to the fifth dimension when it matures. They’re attracted to the energy generated by civilization. They’ve developed a symbiotic relationship with the guardians. In Imperious Nox, we use them to build the walkways of the city, and in return, they generate the power that fuels the magic of our wards. But, I’ve never seen so many of them in one dream. It makes me wonder, what is it about your sleeper friend and his dream that has attracted so many mites? The sludge has practically covered the building, inside and out.”

      “Don’t look at me.” Trigg shrugged. “As far as I know, Ryan is just a regular guy. Nothing special.”

      Len’Leyah raised her fist and beckoned Lemrick forward. They’d come to a stairwell with wooden banisters and black and white alternating tile steps that disappeared upward into a fog. Peering around Lemrick’s shoulder, Trigg said, “That doesn’t exist in the real Children’s Home.”

      “Sir, what do you think?” the dark elf asked. Lemrick withdrew her mace from her belt loop and tapped the stairs with it. The sound of metal on marble clanged. She studied the stairs while the others talked.

      “Seems real enough,” the gnome said.

      “Yeah, Ni’kel, until it disappears right under your feet, and you’re caught in a dream gap and sucked into the Between,” the human soldier, Rizzo, grumbled.

      “A fortune teller told me once to stay away from checkered stairs. Cedric, do those stairs looked checkered to you?” Cletus asked. Cedrick didn’t respond, just nodded with grim determination. They simultaneously tightened their grips on their rifles.

      “Quiet, soldiers,” Lemrick chided. She pulled out her walkie-talkie. “Bravo One, come in, sir. We’ve reached an unusual stairway. Please advise regarding your current status. Over.”

      The walkie crackled for a moment, then Barnabus’s voice rang out, “Same here, Lima Two. A red-and-black staircase here. Gamma Three, report. Over.”

      Cole’s voice rang out over the talkie. “This is Charlie Four reporting for Gamma Three. We’ve found a green-and-white staircase and an agitated school of dream fish. Looks like they’re swimming away. I vote we stay with the fish—ouch . . .” Static and then Cole’s voice again. “Right, sorry. Gotta staircase here, too. Over.”

      Trigg couldn’t help but chuckle. He imagined Grimm knocking his friend upside the head for suggesting hanging back, although he was starting to agree. His headache had spread to the back of his neck. He reached up to rub his neck and felt a feather-light touch on his hand. He jerked away. That’s when he saw them.

      A school of purple goldfish swam around their heads, darting and dodging as if something invisible were chasing them. Simultaneously, everyone either clicked off their safety buttons or unsheathed their swords. Trigg felt much better with his sword in his hand. He still couldn’t shake the feeling that something was going to jump out at him.

      Lemrick clicked the radio. “Lima Two confirming the presence of agitated dream fish. Would recommend caution. Over.”

      “Roger that, Lima Two. Keep this line clear. Moving to channel two to request backup. In the meantime, proceed with caution and rendezvous at the top. Out.”

      Lemrick’s radio went silent. Rizzo scoffed. “Assuming the stairs all lead to the top. This is the dream world. Nothing says they don’t all go completely sideways.” Trigg could tell by the looks on the two fauns’ faces that they agreed with Rizzo. “Or worse, upside down.”

      “Can it, Rizzo,” Lemrick snapped. “All paths, sideways or not, lead to the sleeper. Watch yourself, or you’ll be walking on the ceiling.” She brushed past him, making him shuffle sideways to avoid getting hit by her mace, and took up the point position. “And it won’t be because of the dream.”

      “Doesn’t mean I have to like it,” Rizzo muttered as he sheathed his sword.

      “You heard the boss man. Up the stairs we go,” Lemrick called out as she took the first step. “Rizzo, take up rear guard with the kid.” Above her, the dream fish scattered away from the stairs and down the hallway, disappearing into the fog. “And Trigg, don’t think I’ve forgotten. As soon as we find the sleeper, stay back. Rizzo, you make sure that happens.”

      “No problem, boss,” Rizzo responded. He grabbed Trigg’s shoulder and held him firm as the others filed past them. Watching them disappear into the swirling fog on the staircase, Trigg winced. A stab of blinding pain flashed from the top of his head to his neck. He wavered, and Rizzo tightened his grip. “Don’t be running away.”

      “Not.” Trigg slipped from Rizzo’s grasp and fell to his knees. “Head hurts.” He squeezed his temples.

      Rizzo sighed. “First time in the dream, kid?”

      Trigg stared at the tile floor. It felt so real, so cold. “Something like that.”

      “Ker’zick!” Rizzo shook his head. “Old Lizard Brains is going to get us all killed, letting a half-trained idiot like you into the dream.”

      “Just leave me here then,” Trigg snapped. He adjusted to a sitting position and leaned against the wall. “I didn’t ask for a babysitter.”

      “Have it your way.” Rizzo headed to the stairs. When he reached them, he stopped and turned. “I take it back. You are going to get us all killed. Not Lizard Brains. Your buddy, he ain’t your buddy from back home. He’s a sleeper. They’re dangerous. If he sees you, there’s no telling how he will react. Because here, there ain’t nothing. No gravity. No polite dinner conversations. No rules. No nothing.”

      He drew his sword and pointed it at Trigg.

      “You may have the commanders fooled, the special wo’ken Earth kid, but I’ve fought enough centuries to know that talent isn’t enough. The only thing that matters is control. What’s in your head and what’s in the head of the soldier next to you. You ain’t got that. You’re just a verbero who thinks this is just some video game. I’m not going to let you get the rest of us killed. If I see so much as an eyelash of your pretty face at the top of these stairs, I swear by the gates, I will kill you myself.”

      He disappeared into the fog up the black-and-white checkered stairs, leaving Trigg alone.
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      Terryn lay in her bed and watched the dappled shadows cast by the willow tree outside her window dance around the walls of what had originally been her jail cell in Derrik’s cabin. In the previous weeks since her arrival, he had converted it to her room.

      Long swathes of heavy burlap hung from the ceiling to the floor, blocking the bars. Derrik had switched the door out with a wooden door, and he’d given her the key. A faded rainbow quilt spread across the bed, and she stored her clothes and backpack in a wooden trunk at the foot of the bed. Helo had even carved her a wooden owl lamp that held a half-melted beeswax candle.

      On the windowsill, a pot of blue wildflowers from Ne’Tasha grew, and three iridescent rocks sparkled. She liked rubbing the stones while she practiced her focus exercises. Their shimmering exterior reminded her of the inside of clams she and Trigg collected during church summer camp in the Mississippi Riverland. All these touches made the space feel more like home. More so than any other place she’d lived in.

      I don’t want to leave.

      She squeezed her eyes shut and rubbed her temples to block out the friendly morning light. Not for the first time, she wished for more burlap. The thicker material gave her better privacy, but there had been only enough to cover the three walls of bars, not the wall of the cabin with the east-facing window. Instead, she used a flowery chiffon scrap she’d found shoved in the back of a kitchen cabinet as a makeshift curtain. It was opaque enough to keep people from seeing in, but she could still see down the grassy hill to the picket lines where the camp’s two dozen horses grazed. As such, the sun’s rays filtered through the curtain to wake her much too early every morning.

      For the past hour, she’d watched the sun rise higher in the window frame. Her sleep had been fitful at best. Then, when she did finally sleep, it was filled with terrible dreams about the aura she’d seen of Trigg. His dead stare and streams of caked blood framing his eyes did not make for restful sleep. Last night had been particularly bad. Ryan had been there with jet-black eyes. Terryn shuddered. Remembering his soulless gaze gave her goosebumps. She threw off her quilt with a huff.

      It was just a bad dream, she told herself as her feet hit the cool dirt floor. Ryan is safe on Earth, and you still have plenty of time to find Trigg before the vision comes true. Plenty of time. She pulled on her yoga pants, a loose-fitting T-shirt, and buckled a short sword to her waist. Now if only Derrik would keep his end of the deal and teach me the bubble shield spell soon. If I have to do another day of focus exercises, I’m going to scream.

      Sitting on a wooden chest Derrik gave her once it became apparent she was staying longer than a few days, Terryn slid into her running shoes. They were getting frayed from being outside so much. Derrik disapproved of them. He wanted her to wear steel-tipped boots, especially when she was working in the practice area with the other soldiers. But she wasn’t ready to give them up yet. They were her kickboxing shoes.

      She unlocked the new wooden plank door that had replaced the old jail cell door and crept into the open room of the cabin. Derrik sat at the fire eating a scrambled egg hash. She stopped, annoyed. How is he up? I didn’t even hear him.

      “Good morning,” said Derrik. “You’re up early.”

      Terryn grunted and shuffled over to the fire and sat on a low cushion next to his. He handed her a plate filled with the steaming mash.

      “Bad dreams again?”

      Seeing Ryan in her dream last night was alarming. She wished she could believe it had only been a dream. Her gut told her differently. Time was running short. She needed to find Trigg soon. He would die in Imperious Nox if she couldn’t find a way to save him. Her stomach felt queasy at the thought of failing. She dumped the contents of her plate into the fire and stood up, brushing egg crumbs to the dirt floor.

      “Not hungry?” Derrik asked in surprise, his tin plate scraped clean.

      Terryn shook her head and placed her plate in the large metal tub in the kitchen area. One of the resident camp cats, who’d been hovering behind the curtain of the nearby open window, gleefully dashed in and licked the plate.

      “Shoo, kitty!” Terryn waved her hand and, without thinking, mentally performed her focus exercise. The sea and golden net appeared in her mind and summoned the cat’s aura to her. The net also caught Terryn’s frustration. As her hand waved, a golden bar of magical energy appeared and flicked the cat’s ear. With an indignant yowl, the cat lost its balance and twisted awkwardly.

      Terryn gasped and released the power. Catching itself on the windowsill with two white paws, the cat threw a green-eyed glare at Terryn, then heaved itself up and disappeared through the window.

      “Well done!” Derrik exclaimed, jumping up from the fire. “You just harnessed the dimension’s energy and wove magic!” He joined Terryn at the window and squeezed her shoulder. “I knew you could do it.”

      Terryn stammered, “What do you mean?”

      “You just passed the first test, so to speak, being able to control the dream’s energy and weave it into something new. You’re ready for the next step!” He smiled at her, then his expression sobered, and he continued, “Now the hard work begins. You have a lot of studying to do, including weeks, maybe months of learning the basic weaves.”

      Excitement spread through Terryn. “Does this mean you’ll finally teach me the bubble shield weave?”

      “I could now,” Derrik started cautiously. “I’ve never seen anyone progress as fast as you with their focus exercises. But, you really should enroll in the Academy at Paragon.”

      Terryn opened her mouth to protest, but Derrik held up a hand, cutting her off. “This is not a request. Training in Paragon is required for you to safely learn how to control your abilities. This cannot be overstated. Think of yourself as a vessel that holds magic. If you don’t learn how to properly weave your magic, then your fear and emotion will corrupt you.”

      Terryn breathed deeply. “I’m sure that’s true, but it won’t happen overnight. In the meantime, Trigg is all I have. I won’t abandon my search for him.”

      “It would be a disservice to you for me to continue teaching you, as we have different abilities.”

      “Funny you should mention that . . .” Terryn paused, pursing her lips together, choosing her words carefully. “Earlier, you talked about how each dream guardian has their own powers and that they manifest differently based on how the person thinks or something to do with their energy.”

      Derrik nodded. “Each person’s energy contributes to how their talents with magic manifest. I’m glad to hear you remembered.”

      Terryn took a breath. Her face burned and her stomach knotted.

      “Can you tell me about what your specific power is? Everyone here in camp thinks highly of you, but you don’t really seem to do anything.” As she heard her words out loud, Terryn blushed even harder. She’d just told a commander that he didn’t do anything. She cringed internally. There was probably a better way to say that. However, it was already said, so Terryn squared her shoulders and waited.

      Derrik pressed his lips together. He stared into the flames, which crackled and popped in the building silence. Terryn resisted the urge to shake him until he answered. It wouldn’t help, but it would make her feel better. Even if she had progressed to flicking cats, that didn’t change the fact that Trigg was in danger who knew where.

      Finally, Derrik spoke. “Humans like us and also elves manifest their powers differently than the other sentient races. They’re more ambiguous, which makes it harder to point at some ability and say for sure that, that right there is their power.”

      “Could you give an example? What is your power?”

      Derrik waved his hand dismissively. “My power is not important. My abilities are just better understood through experience and . . .” He paused, a wry smile on his lips. “Time. Which brings us to the more important question, Daughter of Earth. What is your ability?”

      Terryn opened her mouth to protest, but Derrik continued, “When you first arrived, I assumed you were a wanderer. But when you didn’t seem to understand the significance of what that meant, I assumed myself mistaken. Then you shared your story, and I began to suspect that perhaps you were wo’ken. Just not in the way anyone would expect. I told you as much. But, it was too early to confirm what your power was. I didn’t have enough information. Neither of us did. Yes, the way you arrived here was unusual.

      “In the past several weeks, you’ve progressed quickly. You’ve strengthened your skills and done the work. Your focus, pulling from your memories, controlling and leveraging your emotions, has greatly increased. To answer your first question, my ability is related to leadership. Not the kind where a general leads an army into battle. The kind that inspires and influences others to be the best version of themselves. Teaching gives me great joy, and that is the core of my ability.”

      Terryn smiled with excitement. “So teach me the bubble shield weave! I am ready to learn!”

      “Patience.” Derrik returned her smile. “Before you attempt that, there’s one final lesson to learn.” He stood and walked to his large wooden desk on the far end of the cabin. It held stacks of parchment, his inkwell, and quills. “And before I do that, I need to go through the morning reports; otherwise, we won’t get enough supplies from headquarters to keep eating!” He smiled at Terryn. “Patience. You’ve done well.”

      Terryn sighed. “Thanks.”

      “Why don’t you practice your focus exercises until I get these finished?” Derrik suggested, gesturing to the piles of paper on his desk. His other hand held an inked quill.

      “Sure.” Terryn rolled her eyes and repositioned herself on the cushions by the fire. Without moving, Terryn shifted her gaze from the flames to where Derrik sat at the desk.

      His dark hair had made him look older, however, she noticed now from the morning light streaming through the westward windows that he had no wrinkles around his eyes. He was younger than she’d originally thought. That made her curious. How old was he? Who was he? Had she been mistaken about overhearing him in De’nah Deborah’s cabin? Maybe she could use her vision power to find out.

      Terryn breathed, closed her eyes, cleared her thoughts, and reopened her eyes. Maintaining the calm state she’d mastered during her time training with Derrik, she examined the golden auras flickering above his head. Out of respect for his privacy, she had ignored them since that first day when he took her prisoner. It had felt too personal, but now she wanted to know.

      The golden image of the blonde woman was still there, front and center. Her parted red lips and bright, gray eyes peered back at Terryn. This was the woman Derrik had said Terryn reminded him of. She mentally pushed that aura aside to see the other images that showed his future. However, the aura became sticky and wrapped her in a golden haze that darkened as the vision coalesced.

      She saw the woman and Derrik positioned behind a large cedar tree in a wood of evergreens. This Derrik had white streaks in his dark hair, making him seem much older than the Derrik Terryn knew. Through the trees was a field where a dozen fires burned. An army of United soldiers in the traditional red uniforms encircled the fires and clanked beer mugs together in celebration. Beyond them, a huge, dark city with a castle rising above the rooftops dominated the horizon. Overhead, the three moons of Imperious Nox shone in the starry night sky.

      “You shouldn’t be here, Lilith,” Derrik whispered into the woman’s ear. His hand rested lightly on her bare shoulder. “If my soldiers were to find you . . .” He trailed the thought the way he trailed his hand down her white arm to her waist. He pulled her into him. Her black gown flowed around them and twinkled, despite the dark.

      “They would never dare to harm the queen of the night,” Lilith whispered as she folded herself into his chest. “Besides, Commander, you always seem to get what you want. You could just wish them away.”

      They laughed softly, and the shadows thickened around them.

      “For you, Lilith, anything.”

      “Come with me into the Between. No one will find us there.”

      “Perhaps I will,” Derrik murmured into her neck.

      A searing pain flashed through Terryn’s skull, and the vision collapsed into a blinding white fog. Refracted rainbows glowed across her vision. Her limbs locked up; her lungs refused to expand. She struggled against the force pressing down on her. Just when she thought she was going to suffocate, the force released her. She flew back, as if bouncing off a rubber wall.

      She was on her back looking up at the cabin’s dusty rafters. Suddenly, Derrik’s face blocked her view. His forehead wrinkled with concern.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, his voice lilting.

      “I think so.” Terryn gasped as he helped her sit up. “What happened?” Her heart hammered against his chest, beating a million miles a minute.

      “My ward spell activated just now,” Derrik responded. “That means you attacked me with some sort of magic.”

      “I did not! Something attacked me!” She steadied herself against the floor, trying to catch her breath. Derrik regarded her from her cropped hair to the tennis shoes he didn’t like, his hand still holding her arm.

      “What you felt was not an attack, but a defense. Whatever spell you wove just now, trigged my ward spell, which reacted defensively.”

      “A ward spell?”

      “Every dream guardian has them. It’s a weave that guards their thoughts against the evil that lurks beyond the veil,” Derrik said. His eyes shown like polished stones. “What you did just now is what some dream guardians would consider an attack.”

      Terryn’s anger morphed into surprise. That’s how Trigg looks when he gets mad.

      “That’s not what I was doing,” she said. “I was looking at the images floating around your head, plain as day for anyone to see.”

      Terryn glared.

      “You were looking at what?” Derrik frowned with confusion and looked up around his head. It was the first time he’d acted uncertain since Terryn had arrived at the camp. It was unsettling so she explained.

      “The Divided call them auras, but I’m not sure what you’d call them here.”

      “I don’t think we call that anything.” Derrik’s dark brow creased in thought. “Can you explain more?”

      “I was reading the golden images that flash above your head.” Terryn bit her lip. “And then one of them sucked me in. It attacked me! That’s never happened before with them.” Then she explained what she had seen: him, the woman named Lilith, the soldiers, and the castle.

      Catching a glint of alarm in his eyes as she finished talking, she added, “Oh, don’t worry. You’re not the only one who has them. I see images around most other people here, too. They’re just easier to see when I know the person like Helo. Cook. You. De’nah Deborah . . . Trigg . . .” Her words trailed off. “But I’ve never tried reading anyone’s aura before till now. I’m sorry.”

      “You’re seeing glimpses of people’s timelines. Their possible futures,” Derrik breathed in awe. “There’s only one person I know who has a talent like that, and you just saw her. Interestingly enough.”

      “Who is she?”

      “Her name is Lilith. She is the leader of the Divided faction that is currently rebelling.”

      “Oh. Well, it was just a vision, right?” Terryn rambled. “Everyone knows they never turn out the way you think, right? I probably didn’t even see it right.”

      “Of course,” Derrik responded dryly. “She was my mentor at the Academy before the war started. What you saw does not surprise me. But as you said, it’s in the future, and much could change. What matters now is why you didn’t mention this ability before.”

      Derrik raised his eyebrow at her and smiled, letting her know he wasn’t mad and finished, “It’s not polite to rummage around in people’s heads even if you didn’t mean to.”

      Terryn narrowed her eyes, trying to gauge if he was being serious or if he was trying to change the subject. After a moment, she decided to let it go.

      “I’m talking about them now.” She shrugged. “Really, I didn’t notice them until I started doing my focus exercises. My magic must be further manifesting itself, like what you promised.”

      “I take your point,” Derrik conceded. He exhaled and nodded as if deciding something internally. He looked back at Terryn. “If that is the case, then you do need to travel to the Academy for further training. Staying here to learn from me was an option I was hoping would work out. However, this incident underscores your need to travel to Paragon. This is not my magical specialty, and I could do more harm if I continued your training. If Lilith were still there, I’d say you must study with her, but in her absence, the Academy’s library should give you some answers regarding what exactly is this talent.”

      Terryn nodded. “I didn’t expect to stay here long anyway. No news of Trigg then from your reports?”

      “No, nothing.” Derrik let out a sigh. “It’s been nice having someone around. Helping me forget . . .” he said and trailed off, looking across the fire toward her room, and then back at Terryn.

      Terryn didn’t completely understand what he meant, but she felt sad for him. She touched his shoulder. “I didn’t realize a person could feel me examining the images.”

      “Yes, as a dream guardian, it’s important to have a tight guard on your thoughts and dreams. Most of us weave shields and other defenses to protect against such an attack. That is what you triggered when you began viewing my auras.”

      “I see them as an old film projection, but in golden light instead of black. They fan out around people’s heads like floating stars. It’s very distracting.”

      “But, the focus exercises you’ve been working on, they seem to be helping with handling them?” Derrik asked.

      Terryn nodded. “They have been helping. It’s easier to see them and also ignore the auras now. It’s a good thing, too.” She laughed. “Since I got here, there’s more people with auras.”

      Derrik joined in her laughter. “That doesn’t surprise me. Guardians travel through the dream dimensions so it makes sense they’d be more likely to have these projections, and now you are in an entire camp filled with them.”

      Terryn stopped laughing and threw another small stick into the fire. It crackled as it burned.

      “When I was at Helo’s the other night, I was able to enter the Between, into the stars above the meadow, and see the golden images of one of his owls. She spoke to me. She said I needed to find the key and wake. Do you know what that means?”

      “I won’t bother to warn you how dangerous that was, as I know you won’t listen.” Derrik shook his head. “So, I’ll just say there are so many references to ‘keys’ in our history. You’d need to go to the library at Paragon to find them all.”

      “I guess it’s a good thing I’m heading in that direction again. Guess the library is going to be a big destination for me.” Terryn smiled.

      “You have to get there first,” Derrik said. “Let’s go to the Between. I will teach you how to weave a shield spell so you can travel to Paragon.”
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      Derrik and Terryn stood in the center of his cabin. He raised his hand and brought it down with a confident swipe. A glowing blue line appeared in midair. With a wave of his second hand and a few sung notes, too quick for Terryn to catch, the line spun into itself into a blue pinwheel of sparkles. He pulled both hands apart like he was opening a door. The pinwheel opened at its center, revealing a thin membrane of material Terryn recognized from when De’nah Deborah had opened a similar gateway before.

      Like before, the opening grew until the material reached either wall of the cabin and hung there like a transparent curtain. It hadn’t happened exactly like before, but it seemed close enough. Terryn reached out to touch the membrane. She wanted to see if it was still cool to the touch.

      Commander Derrik grabbed her wrist. “Wait,” he said, his expression stern. “Don’t make the same mistake you made the first time. We need life jackets, so to speak.”

      Terryn jerked her hand back. “Oh. Right. Sorry.” She felt foolish. The gateway led directly into the stream. If she accidentally fell into the water without a bubble shield, she risked being swept away again.

      Derrik released her wrist and walked to the closet. He pulled out two slim, brown vests. Terryn frowned, remembering the pull of the current from last time. “Those don’t look strong enough to withstand the current.”

      “Yes, watch.” Derrik set both jackets on a chair. He straightened and then recited, “As we enter through time’s golden gate, dear spirits, help us escape our terrible fate.”

      A wave of his hand and a brilliant blue glow lit the jackets and then faded. Derrik grabbed the larger jacket and tossed the smaller one to Terryn. “It’s an anchor spell for going into the Between. Put that on and follow me.”

      He disappeared through the shimmering, transparent curtain. The room seemed to ripple as he passed through. After a moment of struggling with the clips, Terryn got her vest on and followed.

      The familiar surge of cold tingles passed over her arms, head, and then down her shoulders, legs, and feet as she entered the gateway. Terryn braced herself and plunged into the dream stream. The icy water stole her breath. But, instead of sinking, she bobbed back to the water’s surface.

      As she wiped the water from her face, Derrik called her name. “Over here.” He waved from the edge of the stream. “Look alert and swim to the bank.”

      The current swept her downstream. She flipped her hair back and dog-paddled to the bank. If she leaned into the current, she could keep it from pulling her too fast. Thanks to the life jacket. After a few strokes, her feet hit the rocky bottom and she stood.

      Derrik waded to her and pulled her to the stream bank.

      “Thanks,” she said as they climbed out of the water. A vast stretch of twinkling lights spread through the sky behind his face. They called to her, and Terryn felt the urge to fall upward, into them.

      “Steady there,” Derrik said. “Don’t follow the soul path. You’ll never return from there.”

      “What?” Terryn said. “Soul path? It seems glorious.”

      “It is. Many guardians have been lost to their lights,” he responded. “This is the Between. It and the stream make up the fourth dimension. It’s located between the physical world and Imperious Nox.”

      “It’s beautiful,” Terryn responded, still looking up at the sea of twinkling lights visible despite the azure twilight sky.

      Derrik sighed fondly. “I’m not joking, Terryn. You really need to stop looking at them.”

      “How do you stop?”

      “Years of experience.”

      “I don’t have that.” Terryn felt the beginning of a crick in her neck.

      “Take this,” she heard Derrik say and then the stars were blocked out by a red blot. Derrik had handed her an umbrella. “It’ll block out the stars until you gain those years of experience.” He grinned.

      “Thanks!” Terryn responded. She twirled its wooden handle just to feel the sensation of something physical in her hand. “That was weird. The stars were calling to me.”

      “Their pull on you seems greater than normal. Probably because of your ability with reading auras,” Derrik said. “All the more reason to be careful.”

      “You sound like Sister Rachel.” Terryn laughed, then twirled in the soft grass. “She is always so cautious.”

      As they talked, they followed the grassy bank. White and yellow flowers dotted the edge of the water. They stood on the lower of the two stream banks. Across the water, a twenty-foot incline of dirt and rock lined the bank like a bluff. In the opposite direction, the grass and flowers stretched to the starry horizon. The azure and sapphire sky glowed in perpetual twilight. The view Terryn glimpsed from under the protection of the umbrella was spectacular.

      “It feels like I’m walking on a tightrope on the edge of existence,” she said, twirling the umbrella again, careful not to reveal any of the twinkling stars above.

      “In a way, that’s right.” He pointed up the incline on the opposite side of the stream. A few scraggly bushes dotted the hillside, and every so often, along its edge, the tip of a tall tree was visible. “That way is the dream world in the sixth dimension.”

      Terryn nodded. “Okay, then what exactly is the fifth dimension? That’s this side?”

      “No. Where we just came from, through the gateway in the stream is the fifth. That’s Imperious Nox. Right now we’re in the fourth dimension.”

      “What’s on this side of the stream, then?” Terryn asked. She lifted the umbrella just enough so she could see where the waving plains met the sky.

      “This side is the entrance into the Beyond. We’re not really sure what it is. Occasionally a dream guardian who has grown tired of living will journey there. No one who has ever walked into the horizon that way has ever returned. It’s most likely just grass for miles and miles, and they journey until the stars take them.” He tapped her umbrella. “Don’t lose that, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      Toward the horizon was not where Terryn wanted to go, but she couldn’t help pulling back the umbrella for a peek. The longing to fly, to soar up into the stars, returned. Derrik gripped her shoulder. “Careful! Up there is the gateway to the seventh dimension. It leads to the afterlife. That much we do know about this place.”

      Terryn wrenched the umbrella back over her head. She was not ready to die, yet, the allure of the drifting melody stirred her feet into motion. “I never imagined it would feel so welcoming.” Her voice sounded wistful to her. Being in this place made her realize how tired she felt. The lights promised rest. Eternal rest. What could be so bad about that?

      “You won’t be ready to travel that way for a long time yet, hopefully.” Derrik guided her back toward the stream. As they returned through the thigh-high grass, Terryn realized she’d walked several meters farther than she’d thought. That she’d gone so far without noticing it, unnerved her.

      Back at the stream edge, Derrik pointed to the water. “The gateways that serve as the entrances to the third and fifth dimensions are below, hidden under the sides of the stream banks. The physical universe, your planet and all the other planets exist in that dimension. The stream brought you here, and it’s the only way for you to find your brother.”

      “So how do I find him?” Just thinking about swimming against the current that had swept her here made Terryn feel exhausted. That would be almost impossible.

      “You swim with a bubble shield in the stream until you find him in one of the fifth-dimension gateways. The shield will be difficult to weave, but the focus exercises will make it easier than before.”

      They sat on the rocky bank together. Derrik recited a meditation exercise. Terryn listened to the sound of his deep voice and steadied her breath. As she focused deeply, a passing thought skimmed above the surface of her awareness. Something about Derrik seemed familiar. The angle of his jaw and the set of his face. However, following Derrik’s instruction, she brushed the thought away and gently returned her thoughts to her task.

      Here in the Between, conducting a focus exercise was different than in the third or fifth dimensions. There, she could access this world on a spiritual level. Now that she was present in it, physically, she could anchor herself more firmly. It only took ten minutes of meditation for her to feel completely focused. After a stomach-flipping moment of surprise, she looked down and realized she was floating.

      The stars twinkled brightly and kaleidoscoped across her vision. Their music intensified, and her soul responded with joy. She yearned to escape into the stars. Only the pull of her physical body held her back. It felt like an elastic cord anchored her awareness, her soul, to the ground. She could only rise so far until a slight feeling of resistance slowed her down. She instinctively realized that if she pushed against it too much, her suspension of disbelief would snap her consciousness back into her body.

      “Well done, Terryn.” Derrik’s voice drifted down from above her. She looked up and saw a transparent golden image of his likeness floating in the air. She gasped.

      “You look just like the auras I see above people’s heads. How is that possible?”

      “We are in the realm of the spiritual. This is where all auras originate, in the deepest crevasses of sentient beings’ souls. Hopes and dreams are too overwhelming to be housed in a single consciousness.”

      Hearing his words, Terryn knew them to be true. How many times had she been overcome by emotion? Whether it was joy, hope, or hate. Even after she’d dealt with those emotions, she never felt like they completely went away. Instead, they became manageable. Like a storage room, this dimension could be where those emotions and feelings went.

      “This place, the Between, is where they go?”

      Derrik nodded. “The projection of me you are seeing and the similar projection of you that I am seeing are built from the emotions and feelings that make up our spirits. The stronger those are, the more you will be able to interact with this dimension and the more solid you will appear.”

      Terryn examined her hand. It didn’t appear as transparent as Derrik’s. In fact, while she could clearly make out the grass and flowers behind Derrik, she could barely see the grass through her opaque hand.

      “How come you’re more see-through than me?”

      “I believe it’s your magical speciality. Somehow, as part of your ability to read auras, you can access this dimension stronger than others.” He moved his hand, which passed through Terryn’s arm as if they both were made from light.

      “I seriously doubt there’s anything special about me.” Terryn frowned, remembering being dragged along by the current. “Traveling through the dream stream before was scary. It felt like I was drowning, even with the bubble shield De’nah Deborah wove for me.”

      “That is why most guardians don’t travel in the stream itself. They instead just weave a bridge spell. That you were able to survive the first time without a dream bubble shield at all is a testament to the strength of your potential skill. However, until you gain more experience, I’d recommend you refrain from traveling without one as well.” He flashed her a smile and chuckled.

      She nodded. “I guess that sounds like a safe idea.”

      “So now you know how to focus here in the Between. You can weave basic magic skills—like flicking the cat this morning—and you can project yourself while in the Between and work on ignoring the call of the soul songs.” Derrik gestured upward toward the stars. “Now it’s time to return to our bodies. You’re ready to learn how to make a bubble shield.”

      Within one breath to the next, the projection of Derrik returned to his physical body that sat on the grass next to the stream. Terryn in her projection form easily followed to her own body and re-opened her physical eyes. Although, as the familiar sensations of her heart beating and lungs expanding returned to her awareness, she felt as if she were in fact closing a second set of eyes. The impression sent a tingle of recognition through her, but before she could think more about what might have caused it, Derrik spoke.

      “Don’t forget the umbrella,” he said, tilting his chin toward where it lay next to her. She dutifully spread it open above her head.

      He nodded his approval. “Now, watch closely as I demonstrate the weaves.”

      Derrik took a deep breath and sang a deep harmonic note, that contrasted and complemented the soul song. As he sang, he held his hands in front of him, palms facing inward. Blue light ignited around them. He changed the note to a few steps higher and then moved his hands apart. A glowing blue strip of magic connected his palms. In one smooth motion, he quickly swung his arms in opposite directions like a conductor signaling the orchestra. His song crescendoed at the same time. The motion caused the magical blue field to wrap around him just like a bubble, completing the spell.

      A bubble shield glowed around Derrik. He smiled at Terryn. The expression crinkled his eyes, sparking that familiar feeling of recognition to poke at Terryn’s awareness. The feeling dissipated as Derrik spoke.

      “It’s not as easy as it looks, but you get the general idea.” He reached out a hand, palm out, and lightly touched the glowing, transparent film that surrounded him. It molded itself around his hand.

      “It’s strong and serves as a shield of sorts. There are other variations of this spell other guardians use, and you’ll develop your own preferences as you learn. For example, a fire sylph might alter the notes to produce a flaming offensive effect that triggers if the shield is touched, or I’ve also seen an effect that blocks a projectile like an arrow or javelin. That’s especially used by creatures like the dur’dalis as they weave their healing spells.”

      Terryn nodded. “That really cool.”

      “Okay, it’s your turn now.”

      Terryn took a deep breath and then exhaled. She could do this, she told herself. She raised her hands like Derrik had and sang the notes of the spell he’d sung. After a few tries, a golden magic streak appeared between her palms.

      When her golden light encircled her palms, tension released in her stomach. She could do this. Maintaining the spell song, she pulled apart her hands. The magic stretched like a draped cloth between them.

      “Well done,” Derrik said. He grinned, and Terryn returned the smile. She was weaving magic on purpose! A thrill ran through her.

      “Okay, now this next step is complex.” Derrik made the sweeping hand motion that would send the spell into the transparent bubble around her. “Like this, remember?”

      She nodded, took another breath, and then swiped her hands together and flung them out. The glowing cloth of magic swung out into the sky, but it didn’t encircle her like Derrik’s spell had. Instead, it stretched up toward the stars like a large, flat sheet and dissipated.

      Terryn slumped in disappointment. Why hadn’t she been able to do that? Derrik had made it look so easy.

      Derrik patted her shoulder. “Don’t worry. Try again. I wasn’t expecting you to get it on the first try.” He paused and then added, “You’re probably not going to get it on the second or third try either. Getting good at something doesn’t happen instantaneously. You have to practice and put in the work.”

      Terryn sighed. She knew he was right. “With everything that’s happened, you’d think I deserve a break. A shortcut or something.” Derrik made a non-committal noise she took for agreement. “I need to get back. Trigg is in danger. I can tell. I just know it, and there’s no one else except me who can fix it.”

      “Are you sure? If he’s anything like you—which from what you’ve told me of him, it sounds like you’re more similar than you think—he’s probably doing okay. Living his life.”

      “Maybe. But he probably thinks I’m dead, which will make him do something crazy, which will probably lead to the vision I saw of him. I need to get back so that doesn’t happen.”

      Derrik studied her for a moment. “Gods forgive me.” He raised his hands and wove the dream bubble shield. First around himself and then a second around Terryn.

      As the iridescent field folded around Terryn, he told her, “I should wait until you’ve mastered weaving a dream bubble, but I will go ahead and show you how the dream stream works now. It will speed up your training, but you cannot leave until you understand the weaves for the bubble shield.”

      “I understand, and thank you!”

      “Follow my lead.”

      He took her hand and guided her into the stream.
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        * * *

      

      The first thing Terryn noticed beneath the surface was that she was still breathing air. The first time in the stream, she’d breathed in the water, but this time the shield bubble kept the water out.

      Her and Derrik walked past decaying branches and a few large boulders and swaying aquatic plants. Derrik stopped in the middle of the stream, his back to her. The golden light from his auras still framed his head. Terryn resisted the urge to look at them, remembering what had happened before. She adjusted the life jacket around her shoulders. A part of her wanted to rebel.

      What didn’t he want her to see?

      She would try viewing them again later. A gut instinct told her there was something she needed to see in his auras. Something critical. But not now.

      Derrik peered upstream, the way she’d traveled to arrive here—the way she’d need to travel to get back to Trigg. Along the stream banks were the familiar clear windows that showed locations in the third dimension. The real world, Terryn thought with a hint of irony. She didn’t know what was real anymore.

      “You are probably recognizing most of the landscape here in the stream,” Derrik said as she maneuvered her bubble alongside his. She nodded and realized that had they been breathing water, like what she’d done the past two times in the stream, they wouldn’t be able to talk.

      I wonder if anyone has ever breathed water while navigating the dream stream. Based on what she knew from being around the camp for several weeks now, it seemed highly unlikely so she didn’t bother asking Derrik. She didn’t want to give him any more reason to lecture her about safety.

      Derrik briefly reviewed each item in the stream. “You know the zen’nacht. The purple fish are called the a’lucinatio. As long as they are around, all is well. Should they disappear, so should you.”

      Terryn nodded. Learned that lesson the hard way. She remembered how the goldfish had disappeared right before the zen’nacht appeared and ate her toe. Thankfully, De’nah Deborah had healed it.

      “Then, there’s the gateways back into the third dimension. Remember the Between, this place”—he gestured to include the stream but also the banks and horizon above it—“is how to travel physically from the third to the fifth dimension. Unlike a dream bridge, which allows you to exist for a short time in both the dimensions.”

      “And Imperious Nox is the fifth dimension, where all sentients go to sleep in the sleeper fields. That’s why they’re called sleepers,” Terryn interjected. Derrik looked surprised. “Barnabus explained some of this to Trigg while I was there. I remember.”

      He nodded. “Good, that puts us ahead then.” He floated to the closest window. Terryn followed, but the bubble slowed her movements. She felt sluggish compared to when she’d traveled while breathing the water.

      “Not using a bubble sure makes moving around faster,” she panted as she floated up to him.

      He shook his head. “That was dangerous. I hope you don’t try something like that again. I don’t think anyone has ever navigated the stream before without the bubble. And it’s because of precisely what happened to you. Promise me you won’t do that again.”

      “Sure,” she replied even though she didn’t know if she’d be able to keep her promise.

      Derrik searched her expression. After a moment, he seemed satisfied and turned back toward the window. It looked like they were on the wrong side of an underwater aquarium, looking out into the viewing area.

      “This is a World Gate, a Caeli Porta. This is what allows us to enter the third dimension without going through the veil. We are responsible for guarding these as dream guardians, but we also need to travel through them occasionally as well. And for that, we use a special entrance spell. Watch closely, and I will show you how it works.”

      He positioned the outer edge of his bubble shield until it touched the edge of the gate’s glass. “The first step is to make sure your bubble is touching the gate’s surface. When you weave the spell, you’ll direct it at your bubble, and the gate will be caught up in the magic as well.

      “Next is the hand movement. You’ll need to raise your dominant hand, like this.” He raised his hand and, with his pointer finger, directed it toward the gate. “Keep your wrist relaxed. This is a delicate maneuver, and any tension could cause the weave to break.”

      Terryn raised her hand, copying his movement. “Okay. Got it.”

      “Next, you’ll flick your wrist and sing the word ‘Re’Clude.’ This means ‘open.’” Derrik flicked his wrist to demonstrate but didn’t weave the spell. “Now let me see you try.”

      Terryn tried a couple of times, and Derrik gave her a few pointers. After a few minutes, Derrik continued, “Okay, now I’m going to activate the spell. Watch closely how the magic expands to include the gate. It’s an interesting experience and can be startling to someone who hasn’t seen it before.”

      “Is it any scarier than having your entire body light on fire?” Terryn couldn’t help deadpanning. “’Cause that’s what happened the first time.”

      A smile tugged at Derrik’s mouth. “It’s not quite that bad.” Then he became somber. “That’s why we use a bubble.”

      Terryn rolled her eyes. “Right.”

      “Focus, Daughter of Earth.” Derrik flicked his wrist and completed the spell weaving. His bubble burst into a glowing blue light that crackled like embers. The magic spread across the arch of the bubble and then transferred into the gate. The glass turned opaque with bright light. A loud cha-chunk, as if a giant key had been set into a lock, echoed through the stream. The force of the spell sent a wave through the water and rocked Terryn’s bubble backward. She leaned into it, trying to keep it from pushing her too far away.

      Derrik reached out, and she grabbed his hand. Above them, Derrik’s bubble merged into Terryn’s golden bubble, igniting it in blue fire. As her skin touched his, an electric current jolted her body, and the strongest golden aura she’d ever experienced flared to life above his head.

      What she saw in an instant took her breath away.

      Derrik and Lilith, who this time wore a pale silk gown, stood on a concrete front entrance to a large building. Terryn couldn’t make it out as it disappeared into the golden edges of the aura. At their feet was a pack-n-play.

      Inside, two sleeping toddlers nestled inside a nest of soft blankets. One wore a blue hat, the other pink. They held hands as they cuddled together, nose to nose. Lilith kneeled and very gently, carefully, stroked both children’s cheeks. She then placed a white envelope with a red seal on top of the knitted blankets and quickly stood. She hid her head in Derrik’s chest. He wrapped her in an embrace, stroking her golden hair, the same color as Terryn’s.

      “I don’t want to leave them,” Lilith cried into his chest.

      Derrik whispered into her ear, “This is the safest way for them. You know that. We will see them again.”

      “I know, but . . .” she sniffled. “It won’t be the same.”

      “I know.”

      “I love them so much.”

      “We both do.” His voice sounded rough with emotion.

      The golden aura expanded, pulling back Terryn’s view of the scene, revealing the white limestone blocks of the Children’s Home. Shock ripped through Terryn, and her bubble shield popped. She jolted back to the present—or was it the past—and found herself clinging to Derrik, just like her mother had been. The blue fire of his shield engulfed them.

      She looked up at his face in wonder. That was why he seemed familiar. How had she not seen it before? He had Trigg’s blue eyes, Trigg’s nose, and her jawline. Plus, the way he smiled—it reminded her of Trigg. It was all there in his face in plain view. This whole time.

      Derrik said with a matter-of-fact tone, “Sorry about that. Are you okay?”

      Confused, she flinched. Sorry for being her dad? Saying the word to herself set off another wave of unfiltered emotion. She couldn’t think fast enough. Time moved too fast. Derrik was still explaining.

      “When I grabbed you, our bubbles touched. Mine accidentally absorbed yours. That can cause weird things to happen.” He looked closer at her, trying to pull her away, but she grabbed him tighter.

      He’s my dad. My dad. My dad! Dad! The words echoed in her head. It was such a foreign thought, she barely recognized it.

      Derrik frowned at her reaction. He stopped pulling. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      Terryn nodded furiously. Tears wet her face. She buried her head into his chest and sobbed, clutching his life vest. She and Trigg weren’t alone anymore. They had a father.

      Derrik patted her head. “It’s okay. Shh. It’s okay.”

      Pull yourself together, Terryn. You shouldn’t be crying. This is a good thing. She sniffled and tried to take a deep breath, steadying her thoughts. But a whirlwind of implications, resentment, anger, and love pulsed through her being.

      “I’m really sorry. That wasn’t supposed to happen.” Derrik said.

      Terryn squeezed him tighter and took another steadying breath. His warmth spread through her. The childhood blanket. The letter. The years at the Children’s Home. It all coalesced into one main thought. They loved her. Her parents had loved them and hadn’t wanted to leave them. They had been wanted. Happiness blossomed through her being, and she couldn’t keep back the words.

      “I saw a golden vision,” she whispered. Tears streamed down her cheeks. “Something did happen. I saw you.”

      His face paled. “Please don’t—”

      She didn’t stop. She had to say it out loud to make it real.

      “You’re my dad.”

      Derrik’s bubble exploded, and the stream engulfed them.
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      Trigg felt like it had taken an hour to climb to the top of the fog-wrapped stairs. If he stared too long at his feet, the black-and-white checkered steps gave him the feeling of vertigo. He’d fallen behind the others in the squad and was now several stairs behind the next closest party member, Ni’kel. Lemrick and Len’Leyah headed up the party. Only Rizzo, who was on rear-guard duty, kept pace with him. Ni’kel and the two fauns climbed within sight. Their murky shadows loomed through the fog. Trigg tried not to let the fact that a small gnome could move faster than he could bother him, but it did. Even worse, each clank of their weapons and armor and each scuff of their boots on the tile stairs sent ripples of pain through Trigg’s head. The more the stairs twisted and turned, the noisier they were, and the worse Trigg’s headache got.

      “Your mind is being fooled,” Rizzo said when at last Trigg complained about his head hurting. “Don’t always believe what you see. Instead, listen to what your body tells you. Feel your surroundings, and use those indicators as guides.”

      “My head is telling me we should turn around and go back home,” Trigg snapped.

      Rizzo laughed. “Then we’re going in the right direction.”

      Just then, a second flight of stairs appeared on the right, leading down. It had orange steps. The squad passed by it, cautiously facing it, with their backs to the churning fog that moved beyond the staircase railings. Ten minutes later, another flight of stairs appeared to the left, this time leading up. Its steps were green. The group huddled in a circle for a break while Len’Leyah scouted ahead, disappearing up the green stairs.

      “By the gates, I’m thirsty,” one of the faun soldiers muttered. He leaned against the railing while the other faun sat two steps higher. The sitting faun withdrew a flask from within his red coat and handed it to the first.

      “Thanks, Cletus,” he responded. He drank and then handed it back. “Feels like we should have been there by now.”

      “We’re getting close, Cedric,” Lemrick responded, her voice reassuring and low but amplified by the fog. Trigg flinched as her words sent another flash of pain through his skull. The others looked grim and exchanged knowing looks.

      “How does she know that?” Trigg asked. He rubbed his temples.

      Ni’kel, the gnome, sat closest to him and responded, “Because the fog is getting darker.”

      Like the others, Ni’kel did not look happy about this. Len’Leyah returned down the green staircase. She wiped dark liquid from one of her short swords.

      “And?” Lemrick asked as the elf reached the platform where they waited.

      Len’Leyah shook her head and sheathed her sword. The movement loosened a strand of dark hair from where it had been hastily tucked under her helmet. It fell across her face. “It’s a dead-end,” she said, swiping the offending lock back to its place.

      “Roger that,” Lemrick replied. She twirled her finger, pointed upward, and then gestured toward the ascending checkered staircase. “Onward and upward.”

      The group resumed the climb. Trigg was among the last to leave the foggy platform. Only Rizzo followed behind him. After about ten minutes of hiking in silence, Trigg slowed his pace to match Rizzo’s. When the human warrior didn’t protest to his company, Trigg asked the question he’d been puzzling over.

      “Why didn’t Len’Leyah use her gun?”

      Rizzo grunted. “Because guns don’t hurt the thing that turns dream fog black.” He pressed his lips together with grim determination and put his hand on his pistol. “The guns are for the sleepers, not this. I’ve been patrolling sleeper dreams for six hundred years, and I’ve never seen dream fog as black as this. I sure hope old Barney called in the backup.” He pointed at the dark fog curling and undulating beyond the staircase. “Your friend—if he’s even still human—is your friend no longer.”

      “Don’t you say that. That’s terrible,” Trigg protested, but his words didn’t sound as confident as he wished they would have. “You can’t know.”

      Rizzo, his hand on the stair railing, paused and regarded Trigg with a steady look. Rizzo’s brown eyes bore into him so much that Trigg held his breath.

      “Earth boy, you know I’m not wrong,” Rizzo said. Trigg exhaled and looked down at his scuffed Converse. He wished the entire structure would collapse beneath them so they wouldn’t have to reach the top. The human solider continued, “You’ve been here long enough to know what’s at the top of these stairs just like the rest of us.”

      Trigg let himself breathe. He knew, but he didn’t want to remember what Barnabus had told him during one of his final nights on Earth. He’d learned that not only were his dreams true, but everyone else in them was real as well. And an evil so great that most sentients never noticed it wanted to enslave everyone and was devouring planets.

      “The Blight doesn’t give back its prisoners,” Trigg whispered.

      Rizzo threw him a pitiful look. “Watch yourself when we get to the top, and don’t do something stupid. I’d hate to have to kill you now that you’ve started to show some sense.”

      Trigg laughed half-heartedly. A brooding silence descended over the group, broken only by their heavy breathing and footfalls on the stair tiles. They traversed the stairs for another hour until finally, Lemrick raised her fist, signaling a stop. Everyone slowed. In the dream’s glowing light, the dark fog swirled beyond the staircase. Waiting.

      Ahead, the stairs ended at a landing with a T-intersection. The floor changed from the checkered pattern to white-and-black marbled slabs that stretched toward a gilded white door about twenty feet straight ahead. The fog crept along the baseboard of the left wall, which twisted into an impossible optical illusion when it reached the far corner. The door looked solid. The wall around it was covered with silver-flecked geometrical wallpaper, a 1960s pattern Trigg recognized from Sister Rachel’s study. He hoped seeing it here was just a product of the dream and didn’t mean she was in trouble or anything. She had been like a mother to him. With Terryn gone, that made Sister Rachel the closest thing he had to family. A large lump stuck in his throat. If the Blight had taken Ryan, then did that mean Earth was at risk? Was Sister Rachel in danger, too?

      “Trigg!” Lemrick hissed. “What are you doing?”

      Trigg looked around, disoriented. He stood in front of the gilded door. His hand was partially raised as if to turn the knob. His jaw hurt from clenching it, and he fought tears. He had been shoving down his emotions for months now. Being in this place made him so homesick. Made him wish to see Terryn one more time. That unconscious and ignored desire must have propelled him to the door. He lowered his hand and shifted his weight to the balls of his feet and crouched into a defensive position. He held his sword out in front of him like a shield, then quickly retreated to the staircase.

      “What in the Putneg’s name was that about?” Lemrick hissed as he returned down the staircase.

      “Sorry, sir,” Trigg grunted. “Bad memories.” He surreptitiously wiped his eyes. “Won’t happen again.”

      “Get yourself together,” Len’Leyah snipped. “This is no place to lose focus.”

      Trigg nodded, then said to Lemrick, “Ryan’s through that door. I can feel it.”

      Lemrick nodded. “You should still stay out of sight.”

      “No!” Trigg resisted the urge to stamp his foot like a toddler. “I want to come.”

      “It’s too dangerous,” Lemrick responded. “We don’t need you complicating things if he recognizes you. Rizzo?”

      Rizzo placed a hand on Trigg’s shoulder. “He’s not going anywhere, sir.”

      Trigg shoved him off. “I don’t need babysat. I’ll stay here.”

      Lemrick studied him for a moment. Her reptilian eye slits narrowed, judging his sincerity. He held her gaze. After a moment, she gave a curt nod.

      “All right then. Rizzo, you’re with us.” Lemrick handed Trigg a walkie-talkie. “You watch our backs. Anything so much as moves out here, you let us know. Last thing we need is something nasty sneaking up behind us from the stairs.”

      Trigg’s mouth went dry. He hadn’t even thought of that. So much for following after them. He couldn’t let someone else get hurt because he didn’t do his job.

      “Yes, sir. I’ll keep an eye on things.”

      “Don’t worry, Earth boy. You can come in and see your friend as soon as we clear the room,” Lemrick said, hefting her ax out of the loop in her belt. “And confirm he’s still a sleeper.”

      “Yes, sir. He’s my sister’s friend. I owe her that much.”

      As they talked, the two fauns, Cedric and Cletus, and Rizzo moved from the staircase and into the room. They hugged the walls, rifles and sword drawn. At each corner, they checked the shadows. Len’Leyah, however, sashayed down the middle of the room straight to the door and positioned herself to the right. If anyone came through it, she’d be able to shoot them before they could react. Ni’kel followed at her heels. He pulled out a silver lock pick set and began investigating the lock. A golden light shone through the keyhole, illuminating the gnome’s wrinkled face as he worked.

      Lemrick pulled out a second walkie-talkie and radioed a status report to the others. Cole responded that his group was still climbing the stairs. Barnabus radioed that his group had found a similar-looking room with a similarly locked door at the top of their staircase.

      “Cole, let us know as soon as your group reaches the stair top,” Barnabus buzzed through the walkie-talkies. “Lemrick, prepare your point as a fallback position. I’ll do the same here. Cole, you should do the same when you reach the top. We’ve got reinforcements coming soon. Hold tight. I will update you once I know more. In the meantime, be ready for anything. Out.”

      Lemrick left to update the other squad members while Trigg stayed on the stairs. He investigated the room that was to be his “home base” for the near future. It was kinda funny to think how far he’d come in the past few months. Or how much he’d lost. He pushed those thoughts from his head. He thought he’d never see the Children’s Home again, yet here he was. To be sure, it wasn’t exactly like his previous home, but it was close. Most of all, he was surprised how seeing it again, in person, brought up mixed feelings.

      Had he done the right thing? Could he have made a life for himself on Earth? Despite the Kawasaki disease—or rather, Sofandi’s Curse? A life that would have included Terryn. Even with the thought, he felt that surety deep inside him. If he had stayed, he would have died. It was only a matter of time before the curse would have claimed his life. If he had stayed, then what would have happened with Terryn and Ryan? Was Ryan another casualty of his decision to leave Earth?

      “Trigg?” Ni’kel walked to the top of the stairs where Trigg sat.

      “Yeah?”

      “I wanted to ask. Are you a new recruit? I haven’t seen you around the city before.”

      “Kind of. I’ve been here for a few months now. Just been busy.”

      Ni’kel frowned. “So busy you haven’t come to any of the game nights on off days?”

      Trigg nodded. “I’m a candidate for the festival.”

      Ni’kel whistled. “That explains it. All free time is spent training, then?”

      “Yeah.”

      “That’s a hard lot for someone so new.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Right. So there’s been a change in plan. Lemrick needs all the swords with her, so I’m going to be at the door as the backup.” Ni’kel pointed to the door across the room, directly in front of the staircase entry. “If you see any trouble coming up these stairs, you radio Barnabus and then come get me.”

      “Okay. Thanks for the update.” Trigg’s head throbbed.

      Lemrick’s voice crackled over the walkie-talkie in Trigg’s hand, and he glanced at her by the door across the room. “Bravo One, Lima Squad in position. Over.”

      Then Cole’s voice. “Bravo One, Gamma Squad in position. Over.”

      “Roger that,” Barnabus’s voice crackled. “On count of ten, we all move through the doors.”

      “Ten . . .”

      As Barnabus began the countdown, Ni’kel jogged back to the door and took his position.

      “Nine . . .

      “Eight . . .

      “Seven . . .

      “Six . . .

      “Five . . .

      “Four . . .”

      A bright explosion blinded and deafened Trigg. He tumbled down the stairs. Plaster and debris peppered his body. Reflexively, he grabbed the staircase banister with both hands. Something soft slammed into him and then gripped his leg. His pants started slipping down his waist. Squinting through the dusty air, he saw Ni’kel clutching his pant leg. His short legs dangled in the dusty, gale-force wind. Bits of drywall and tattered wallpaper flew past them.

      “Hold on!” Trigg yelled. The extra weight stressed Trigg’s armpits, but they’d be fine if the wind didn’t last too long. Ni’kel adjusted his grip and gave him a nod, but then his eyes widened in horror. The gnome ducked his head, which gave Trigg just enough time to tighten his own grip before something even heavier slammed into them and bounced off. It was one of the fauns. As he blew past them, the faun tried to grab the staircase spindles, but they shattered like dominoes. He ricocheted down the stairs toward a black portal that had opened on the foggy wall where the staircase turned. The faun disappeared into its depths.

      A sick feeling washed over Trigg. He tightened his grip on the banister, praying it would hold. He hadn’t known the faun that well, but he hoped the portal sent him somewhere safer than this. It was probably too much to hope for. Beyond Ni’kel’s dangling feet, the portal spun menacingly. Its force sucked in the debris from whatever had caused the explosion. Ni’kel glanced over his shoulder. He looked sick and then determined. He swung his legs toward the banister. Trigg started swinging his legs, too. After a few seconds, their momentum allowed Ni’kel to grab a spindle. Trigg held his breath, hoping it wouldn’t break. Ni’kel released Trigg’s legs and shimmied up the spindle until he reached the banister without incident. Trigg sighed with relief and then hooked his own feet between two spindles. Gripping both the banister and the spindles made Trigg feel more secure.

      Suddenly, the portal closed, and the wind stopped. Coughing, Trigg loosened his grip on the banister, but his muscles refused to unclench. He flopped onto the stairs like a fish out of water, his feet still stuck. Bits of dust, drywall, stone, and wood rained down on them. Rolling over, Trigg coughed so hard, a plume of dust and debris fell from his hair.

      After a few moments, his coughing subsided. He untwisted his feet from the banister and pulled himself into a sit. His body ached everywhere, but his leg muscles burned as if on fire.

      “What happened?” he finally managed to ask Ni’kel, who lay beside him, covered in grime. Trigg’s voice sounded soft. The roar of the wind had been so loud. Everything seemed muted now.

      Ni’kel held a finger to his lips and then touched his ear, signaling Trigg to listen. The wind had pushed them down the stairs about five or six steps so they could no longer see into the room—or what was left of it. But that also meant no one could see them. Trigg’s head still ached, but it felt like a minor problem now compared to the aches, pains, and bruises he could feel swelling all along his body. At first, he only heard ringing, but then shouts and yells drifted down the stairs to them. Their squad was still up there with whatever had caused the explosion.

      Ni’kel stood, barely reaching Trigg’s height while sitting. Motioning for Trigg to be silent, the gnome snuck to the top of the debris-filled stairs. Trigg waited a moment and then joined him. Together, they peeked over the top stair.

      The opposite wall and door were gone. The checkered floor pattern extended out into a circular area. Sunbeams shone through holes blown in the plaster ceiling, highlighting streams of dust motes and debris still swirling in the air. The members of the other Divided squads were spread across the large room. Cole was digging out another soldier from under a pile of rocks. Grimm crouched next to another with a nasty gash in his skull. Rizzo was sprawled against the wall, looking like he’d been knocked unconscious from the explosion. Then, there was Barnabus directly across the room, his ax drawn, shouting at De’nah Deborah, her steel-wrought armor shining in the light. Her shoulders were squared, and she crouched low, point her sword at him. She and Barnabus circled like wary predators.

      Trigg gasped. De’nah Deborah? Where had she come from? He looked closer. Other United soldiers dotted the wrecked area as well. Len’Leyah’s knives stuck in one soldier’s neck. Blood spurted from the wound. Steps away, the dark elf and Lemrick stood back-to-back, surrounded by four United elf soldiers wearing similar armor to De’nah Deborah’s. The dark elf kept them at bay by moving her gun from one hand to the other.

      “The United!” Ni’kel exclaimed in a hoarse whisper. “They must have been scouting the same area tonight. Curse them.”

      He launched over the last step and sprinted toward the dark elf and lizard, drawing a pair of double short swords. He let out a battle cry and launched himself into the back of the closest soldier. Lemrick and Len’Leyah saw him coming and timed their own offensive burst as Ni’kel landed, capitalizing on his element of surprise.

      The entire scene felt surreal to Trigg. Where had the United come from? What caused the explosion? Where was Ryan? As he thought that name, the entire dream flickered like a skipped heartbeat. His head tightened and contracted like it was being smashed between two vices. His pulse pounded. Trigg rubbed his temples with both hands. If only his stupid head would stop throbbing. Then maybe he could think. He was missing something. They were all missing something.

      Keeping the pressure on his temples, he looked at the room again. Part of him wanted to join the fight, but another part of him—the part that had been awake during the one hundred nights of nightmares on Earth—warned him. He searched the room again, looking for anything out of place.

      He spotted it in the center of the room. A simple detail that anyone could have overlooked. A perfect four square feet of clean tile gleamed against the rubble and dust-filled floor, untouched by the fighting. He checked around the spot for any other unusual sights and saw a subtle warp in the air. He shifted back and forth on the staircase, careful to stay hidden, but kept his eyes locked on the warp. Sure enough, the air rippled like a mirage. There was something there.

      It’s like an invisibility spell. I wonder if I can weave something to break it.

      Just like during the drakkon fight, when he’d touched the flames, he felt the same urge to touch the rippling warp. Something about the mirage seemed to spark his magical ability.

      Even though he was supposed to stay put, he decided to investigate. If he could learn something about his magical abilities, what his gift was, then it would be worth the risk. Besides, the United were already here. What else could go wrong?

      Drawing his sword, Trigg slunk from the stairway. He picked his way across the room through the rubble to the clear square. A United soldier intercepted him, but a meteor the size of a baseball shot past Trigg and exploded on the soldier’s chest. Trigg fell facedown, the tips of his hairs curled into singed ends. The fireball launched the soldier fifty feet into a far wall, where she collapsed into a fiery crisp.

      Cole lowered his outstretched hand. His hair poked out in random directions, and dirt covered him head to toe—except for his tattoos that curled along his face and gleamed like flames at sunset. A cockeyed grin of relief stretched across Cole’s face.

      “I don’t think she liked you,” he quipped, coming alongside Trigg and offering him a hand up.

      Taking his friend’s hand, Trigg replied, “Nope, but good thing you do.”

      “Most days.” Cole laughed and then narrowed his eyes. “Aren’t you supposed to be hanging back?”

      “Yeah, that was before the United showed up,” Trigg responded. He surveyed the surrounding rubble for any nearby soldiers. Not seeing any nearby, Trigg motioned to Cole to follow him. “I want to show you something.”

      Trigg jumped over a pile of boulders and reached the space with the warp. “There’s something here.”

      Cole climbed over the rubble until he reached the boulder pile. He leaned on the largest boulder like a ledge. “I don’t see anything,” he replied after a moment’s inspection. “Just rocks and debris, but what I do see are United soldiers. Lots! I may be missing something, but why aren’t we fighting them, again?”

      “Because there’s something weird here.” Trigg approached the shimmer as if sneaking up on a skittish rabbit. The debris piled up around the square space as if it were pushing up against something. He explained what he saw to Cole, who gave a low whistle.

      “Color me impressed. I hadn’t noticed that. Sneaky. What do you think it is?”

      “I don’t know, but there’s an energy about it that’s . . .” Trigg hesitated. “It’s resonating with me. Like I can sense an invisibility spell or ward is hiding it.”

      “Really? I can’t sense anything at all.” Cole squinted at the warp. “But that doesn’t mean something’s not there. Maybe sensing invisible things is related to your magic or something?”

      “Maybe. I need to get a closer look. Can you watch my back?”

      “Sweet thang, what do you think I’ve been doing?”

      “Right. Thanks.” Trigg rubbed his hand over his head. His hair was definitely shorter on one side because of Cole’s fireball. He sighed and reached toward the shimmer but hesitated.

      “Careful, buda,” Cole said. “Count of three?”

      Trigg shook his head and held his finger to his mouth. The last countdown hadn’t gone as planned. He took a deep breath and dipped his fingers into the warp. Ripples of warm energy pulsed along his fingers. He pulled the energy into his hand. It was as easy as pulling air into his lungs.

      “What’s happening?” asked Cole, looking over his shoulder.

      “I don’t know.”

      “What do you mean you don’t know? Your hand is all glowy! You’re absorbing the spell’s magic.”

      “I feel like I’ve chugged like fifteen energy drinks,” Trigg responded between gritted teeth.

      “It’s widening!” Cole shouted. “That is straight fire. Keep it going. Just a bit longer, I bet.”

      Sweat slicked down Trigg’s long dark hair, and his head felt like it was about to pop. Glowing orbs of light encircled his hands. The soldiers stopped and stared one by one.

      “No!” Barnabus shouted when he saw what Trigg was doing. The gargoyle knocked over a soldier as he plowed toward Trigg. “What are you doing? Stop that!”

      “He found something,” Cole said.

      Not having time to explain, Trigg redoubled his efforts, pulling so much energy into his palms that they began to burn. Then from one heartbeat to the next, there was no more energy to absorb. A loud snap reverberated throughout the room, and a brass throne appeared in what had been the empty space a moment before. Intricate brass branches with emerald leaves joined together to form the back of a chair. A skull, with egg-sized black jewels in the sockets, crowned the top. Beneath the skull, sprawled on a red cushion, sat Ryan.

      A surge of satisfaction spread through Trigg. He’d removed the invisibility spell and found Ryan.

      Cole jumped back, startled. Flames ignited his raised fists. Behind them, Barnabus said, “Something’s not right.”

      For Trigg, time slowed down. The branches adorning Ryan’s chair weren’t branches, but bones. Ryan also looked different from before. His hair was darker, almost black instead of rusty brown. His skin was paler than before, too, and dark circles shrouded his eyes and made him look older and haggard. Trigg realized the branches in Ryan’s chair were actually bones. But what shocked Trigg most were Ryan’s eyes. They were completely black.

      “Trigg! Get back!” Barnabus yelled. “He’s possessed by the Blight!”

      “You!” Ryan smirked. He wove a dark, spinning globe that floated between his hands, then flung it at Trigg. It exploded, sending a dark tsunami of ethereal fog through the room.

      Trigg flung up his hands and released the energy he’d absorbed. An oval of white light blossomed outward, extending around Trigg. It looked like the one Cole had woven against the drakkon. It protected Trigg as Ryan’s spell thundered over him.

      Cole released his fireballs, but the shockwave of Ryan’s spell forced the flames backward over Cole. Everyone the spell touched—Cole, United, and Divided soldiers alike—froze.

      “Trigg, I am surprised to see you.” Ryan’s voice pierced the silence. “No one on Earth remembers you or Terryn.” He paused for a second after he said her name. “Except me.”

      “You aren’t like I remember.”

      “Funny.” Ryan raised his hand to his face and examined it. Thick, dark veins pulsed underneath the pale skin of his arm. “I don’t remember much before the Blight opened my eyes. Your memories of my former self are easily visible through your aura.” Ryan lowered his arm and examined the space above Trigg’s head. “Fascinating. I do look different. Until the Blight saved me, the only thing I couldn’t see was the one I want most.”

      Rage contorted his face. He raised his hand and curled his fingers like claws. An invisible force pinned Trigg’s arms to his side and raised him into the air.

      “Opened your eyes? It looks like you’re blind,” Trigg countered.

      Ryan bowed his head, clenched his fist, then looked back up. His black eyes bore into Trigg. “I may not be able to physically see as you do, but I can ‘see’ your presence before me. I now have eyes everywhere the Blight exists. My eyes traded for countless others. A fruitful trade for you as well.”

      A tentacle of black fog separated from the wall and snaked across the floor. It moved with a mind of its own toward a group of frozen United and Divided soldiers.

      “Call your spell back,” Trigg demanded. “Don’t hurt them.”

      “It’s not a spell. It’s the Blight. Nor am I controlling it, but it is also me.”

      “What happened to you?” Trigg asked.

      “The night you and Terryn left, I heard the battle, so I investigated. It found me then. Now, I’m something more. I am a vessel. I am still me, but must also obey the Blight as it extends from one dimension to the next through me. And right now, it’s hungry.”

      The black tentacle twisted around the legs of a United soldier and slithered to his shoulders. Thinner streams of fog split off from the main trunk and connected to the soldier’s head, just like in the sleeper field. As the tendrils connected, the human soldier twitched and opened his eyes, which turned pitch black. He walked to Ryan, pressed his fist to his heart, and bowed. Ryan nodded and gestured for the soldier to stand behind his throne.

      Trigg clenched his teeth to keep his jaw from hitting the ground.

      “Behold, the beginnings of my army. I appreciate you bringing them here. It’s much easier to control someone when they’re already in my dreams.” Ryan laughed.

      “What are you doing? Why?” Trigg cried. “Why do you need an army?”

      “The only person in the entire world who cared for me disappeared through a magical gateway. Not only did she disappear, but everyone who had ever known her acted like she didn’t exist. I can’t stand the thought of her not existing. I know she lives somewhere, and I will find her.”

      “You mean, Terryn? My sister?”

      “Yes. How come she is not with you? I had hoped . . .” Ryan craned his neck as if searching for someone among the frozen soldiers.

      Trigg hung his head, unable to meet Ryan’s dark eyes. “No. She is not with me.”

      “Then the feeding continues. The Blight allows me to see through the eyes of every creature it consumes. The more creatures I control, the better chance I have of finding her.”

      A breath caught in Trigg’s throat. He could almost overlook Ryan’s methods if it meant Terryn could live again. “You won’t ever find her.” The words came out dry and stilted, hoarse from the despair that permanently soured his stomach. “She’s dead.”

      “You’re lying.” Anger heated Ryan’s response. “You don’t know what you’re saying.”

      “It’s true.” Trigg forced himself to look up at Ryan and see him, not as he was now, but as the only other person who also loved his sister. “It was my fault,” he confessed. “I bonded her. I didn’t realize it, but I went through the gateway, and she stayed on the other side. Her pain . . .” Trigg’s voice cracked, then finished with a whisper. “I couldn’t do anything. I swear. The gateway closed and snapped the bond, freeing her, killing her.”

      The sorrow dragged Trigg to his knees, and he clutched his chest as if he could somehow make the pain stop. “I’m so sorry,” he cried into the tile floor. The words unleashed a torrent of emotions he hadn’t realized he’d locked away. Waves of despair clouded his thoughts, and the pain twisted his insides as if to pull them out. “Kill me. Please.”

      A hand reached through his shield, under his arm, and pulled him to his feet. Ryan faced him. “You understand. You know what I lost. We share the same sorrow. In this, we are brothers.”

      A distorted reflection of himself in Ryan’s inky black eyes looked back at Trigg. The reflection nodded.

      “Brothers,” Trigg rasped. A part of his conscious mind screamed in warning.

      Ryan stood within Trigg’s shield. The thick black tendrils of fog encircled its borders, writhing like snakes, waiting. Ryan’s voice became desperate, almost reverent. “Listen to me, Trigg. I believe you when you say you saw her die. But, I see through all those who are dead. She is not in my domain.”

      Stunned, Trigg shook his head. He must have heard wrong. Surely, that couldn’t be right. “What are you saying?”

      Ryan tightened his grip on Trigg’s shoulders. “She is not in the third dimension, and she’s not in my domain beyond the veil. So, if she’s not here or there, then she is in the fifth dimension. Alive.”

      “Now you are the one who is blind,” Trigg scoffed, but a small part of him wanted Ryan to be right.

      Ryan shook his head. “You know what the powers of the Blight are. The Divided still believe. You have learned about the power of the dead. Why would I lie? Why would I waste my time searching for her if she lived beyond the Caeli Porta of the sixth dimension?”

      Slowly, the small part of Trigg, the desperate part that had been hoping for his death during the festival, stopped hurting. A new feeling replaced the constant despair. A fragile feeling of hope.

      Trigg hefted his sword and placed the tip against Ryan’s neck. “If you truly believe she’s alive, swear it now. If I so much as think you’re lying, I will shove this through your jaw and split your skull in two. And then I will let your fog revive you and then I will do it again and again and again for the rest of my life, which I have on good authority is forever as a dream guardian.”

      Ryan grabbed the sword tip. Black blood ran between his fingers and down his wrist. “I swear on the catechism Sister Rachel forced us to say every Sunday. I swear on my job at the ice cream shack.” Ryan’s dark eyes shone with fervent belief and his voice softened. “I swear on the kiss your sister gave me before she disappeared. I will find her and make her live forever.”

      Trigg lowered his sword. Fierce joy ripped through his entire being. She was alive. Terryn was alive. Trigg stumbled backward. His shield disappeared and he ignored the black tendrils circling him. He sank to his knees. “She is alive!”

      The dark tendrils of fog pulled back from Trigg and the remaining soldiers. Ryan kneeled in front of Trigg and grabbed his arms.

      “Join me, brother,” Ryan said. His black eyes remained vacant as he smiled. The sense of warning rose in Trigg again, but he ignored it. He understood what it meant to be empty with nothing to live for. That had been his life for several months. Trigg pushed back from Ryan and stood. He moved a few feet away, careful not to trip on the debris and break his shield bubble.

      “Join me, and help me find her,” Ryan repeated.

      They hadn’t really known each other on Earth. Terryn had truly been friends with him. Trigg suspected there might be something more there, but he’d been busy dealing with being sick. Now, Ryan looked like the kind of creature Trigg would have gladly run through with his sword. But, if Ryan could find Terryn—well, Trigg could overlook a little skin discoloration and creepy eyes to get his sister back.

      Trigg nodded. “You need to disappear until after the Festival of Wings. I am training as a candidate. I have been expecting to die, but now you, of all sentients, have given me a reason to live. Leave here now, and come find me after the festival is over.”

      Ryan gave him a sly smile. “And what if you are not crowned champion and instead are killed?”

      Trigg understood his meaning. “Then, you will have my soul eternally to help find and protect her. Either way, we both get what we want.”

      Ryan threw back his head and laughed. The dark fog swirled around him and spun faster as he raised his hands. Ryan sang deep, dark words of power. The black fog gathered around Ryan until it engulfed him in its blackness. The song crescendoed, and Ryan turned into a black, iridescent figure.

      Goosebumps pimpled Trigg’s skin as the pressure in the room changed and then his ears popped. The unearthly creature crumpled in on itself. A swirling dark sphere of fog and lightning the size of a basketball hung before Trigg.

      Ryan’s voice echoed from its crackling depths. “I will do as you suggest, but should you have a change of heart, remember I am always in your dreams.”

      The sphere exploded in on itself and sent an invisible force outward. It tossed Trigg into the air. As he fell, Trigg grasped the implications of making a deal with an avatar of interdimensional evil, but when his head hit the rubble, and before everything went dark, his last thought was that he didn’t care.

      Terryn was alive.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 23

          

          

      

    

    







            Dying is Easy

          

        

      

    

    
      Without the protection of their bubble shields, water rushed over Terryn. The current swept her and Derrik down the dream stream. Gateways flickered past them like windows lit from within.

      The life jackets aren’t working. The current is too strong. Where’s Derrik? Panic ripped through her, and adrenaline kicked in. She breathed in the water. Like before, her lungs expanded, and the urge to breathe disappeared. Her feet hit the sandy bottom. The water slowed. Frantically, she searched around her. Where was Derrik? Her dad. She pushed through the water, struggling back upstream. Maybe he’d gotten stuck under a log or something?

      The stream darkened as if a shadow passed over the sun. Except, this dimension didn’t have a sun. A dark shape loomed ahead, and Terryn’s hope fell when she realized the goldfish were nowhere to be seen.

      The zen’nacht appeared through the gloom, about one hundred feet downstream. The writhing mass of slithering eels headed straight toward her.

      Oh no! Fear twisted Terryn’s insides. They found us! She looked around for a place to hide. Nothing. A string of curse words flashed through her mind. A weapon, then? Last time she’d had a large stick. However, the streambed was clear of debris. Any other time, she would have marveled at its pristine beauty. Now she just cursed its uselessness. Beauty was not helpful.

      Several of the eel heads extended from the mass and opened their large jaws, exposing rows of needle-sharp teeth. Their hissing echoed through the water, surrounding her as if magic amplified the sound.

      Magic! she thought with a burst of realization. She knew magic. Kinda. If it will work.

      Taking a deep breath, Terryn performed her focus exercise. She felt the familiar hum of the magic flow through her. As the golden awareness bloomed in her mind, she sent thankful thoughts to whoever was in charge of the crazy beautiful dimensions. Her concentration wasn’t strong, but it was there. She’d never been more glad for all the exercises Derrik made her do.

      She braced herself and then realized the zen’nacht wasn’t advancing. Instead, something else had its attention. It zigged toward a shape on the bottom of the stream bed about fifty feet downstream. She frowned and watched, tensed. The mass undulated and surrounded the figure.

      It is attacking something else. Relief washed through Terryn.

      What were her options now? She could swim away. She could probably make it to the bank and climb out of the water. It probably wouldn’t chase her. Whatever had its attention had kept it from noticing her. But where was Derrik?

      Something didn’t seem quite right. Despite her better judgment, she floated closer to the mass of eels. A knot formed in her stomach. This was probably not a good idea. She should run, but then a glimmer of metal flashed from within the writhing bodies.

      It was Derrik. Or at least his armor, from the glimpses she got between the slimy eels that encircled him.

      Shit! Terryn thought. I can’t leave him. Her heart pounded in her chest. She opened herself to the golden light of her magic. Why am I doing this? This is such a bad idea.

      Drawing on her memory of irritation at the cat earlier and her fear now, she wove a spell twenty times its strength and sent it through the water.

      An underwater tidal wave, the front glowing gold from her spell, roared through the space between her and the eels. She swam after it. When it hit the mass of eels, the bodies scattered like bowling pins. Derrik lay underneath them, unconscious. The wave thrust his body up into the water and allowed Terryn to grab his life jacket and haul him away from the eels. She couldn’t tell if he was breathing. Blood trailed through the water. Her steps quickened, but the water’s resistance slowed her efforts. Behind her, the eels reconverged. The creatures hissed behind her. She redoubled her efforts to swim.

      There’s got to be an easier way to do this. Again, the implications of that thought pushed at her consciousness, but she shoved it away. I don’t have time to figure it out now, and I’m not leaving you here. A few of the larger eels broke off from the mass and chased her. They sliced through the water like race cars on a straightaway.

      Terryn paused to regain her focus and weave another spell. The resulting force pushed the mass back.  But, she only gained a few feet before the eels recovered and went after her again.

      The bank was still twenty feet away. She wasn’t going to make it. Her legs hurt. Her lungs burned. Terror clouded her ability to think. Derrik was still unconscious. He had bites all over his face and hands. Blood trickled from them into the water. The scent sent the eels into a frenzy. His life jacket and clothes were ripped in several places. What scared her the most, though, was a blue glowing substance leaking from the cuts in his hands.

      She wove another spell, but this time the eels countered it. The closest zoomed toward her, its blue mouth wide open. She reached for her sword, forgetting she didn’t have one.

      The eel darted in and bit her wrist. Screaming in pain, Terryn grabbed the back of its head with her other hand. Wrenching it away, she sang a desperate note, and the force that surged from her hand ripped the eel in two. A plume of blood burst into the water, swept away by the current. The mass of eels slowed. A few of the larger ones raised their heads and hissed, enraged but wary.

      That’s right, slime bags. You better be careful. She planted her feet. The pain from her wrist enraged her. She wanted to fight. She wanted to rip all of them to shreds. But she couldn’t, as much as she wanted to. She might win, but that would waste valuable time to save Derrik.

      The eels surrounded her. She felt the ones behind her inching closer.

      Terryn screamed in frustration and brought her hands together. Her golden magic appeared around her fists. Weaving the notes to build the bubble shield, she swept her hands outward and channeled all her fear, anger, and frustration into the weave. Her magic fizzed with energy. It was much stronger than when she’d cast it before, but it felt unstable. It felt like a spinning top that could teeter one wrong way and ricochet in the wrong direction.

      Please, Terryn thought as she swooped her hands outward. This has to work. The gold magic billowed outward like a sheet, faster than it had before. This time Terryn felt its subtle momentum as she sensed the eels ready to strike. She felt the movement of the stream and the roughness of the sandy bottom. The cool barriers of the nearby gateways. As her magic reached its apex, she swooped her hands back together. Another scream escaped her lips. As the glowing energy formed a sphere and began to close, small bolts of lightning flashed outward from it. Terryn gritted her teeth, trying to control the energy and force it into a bubble. More lightning bolts crawled along her bubble’s circumference. They flashed out toward the eels closest to her. Terryn gave a final mental push, punctuated with a scream. The bubble shield spell snapped into place, clicking together like a shut door. It severed the eels who swam too close.

      The surviving eels roared in pain.

      “You’ve hurted us, you’ve hurted us!” they cried, curling like worms caught on a hook. “We’re sorry. We did not know you were Alethia’aevi. Forgives us!” they cried with one voice.

      Too tired and overwhelmed to process what that meant, Terryn shouted, “Go away and leave us alone!” The eels slithered back into the shadows. Most of them, except the large green one. It hovered in the water, watching her with beady red eyes.

      It didn’t look like it wanted to hurt her anymore, so Terryn dragged Derrik to the stream bank. It swam after her like a beat dog. Derrik’s body weighed a ton, but she eventually pulled him from the water. Not quite sure how to do CPR, she rolled him onto his stomach and made sure there wasn’t any water in his mouth. Standing back, she thumped his back like she’d seen Sister Rachel thump the backs of newborns who needed burping, but harder. Water trickled out of his mouth, but he didn’t respond.

      Oh crap, oh crap, oh crap. What am I going to do? She flipped him back onto his back and began chest compressions.

      “Come on!” she heaved. “Wake up!”

      She didn’t want to do the next step, but she couldn’t think of anything else to do. Grossed out but scared of what would happen if she didn’t, she took a deep breath and pushed aside her doubts. After a moment of breathing into his mouth and then more compressions, it still didn’t seem like she was doing any good.

      “Use your magics,” a voice hissed from the stream edge, breaking the eerie silence. Terryn jerked back from Derrik. The green eel had raised its head out of the water. Its beady eyes glinted in the odd starlight that illuminated the Between.

      “I don’t know how,” Terryn snapped. “And even if I did, I’d use it to blow you to smithereens.”

      “We’se don’t know this ‘smithereens,’ but we know you has magic. Use it. You are a guardian of the stream. You breathe the water of the stream, do you not?”

      Terryn nodded, surprised the eel knew about how she could breathe the stream water.

      “Then command it.”

      Terryn bowed her head and laughed. She felt like she was losing her mind. The absurdity. How could that possibly work? She needed a nurse or a doctor. Or Helo. She wanted Helo. He was a dur’dalis and they could heal. But he wasn’t here. She was stuck with this stupid creepy eel.

      “Hurries,” the eel hissed. “You’se losing time.”

      Terryn glared at the eel, imagining its head exploding like the other eels. She then breathed into Derrik’s mouth and started another round of compressions. With each push into Derrik’s chest, she yelled at the eel.

      “I’m a guardian, you say.”

      Push.

      “I can breathe the water, you say.”

      Push.

      “Just command the water, you say.”

      She sat back on her heels. “Well it’s never that easy.”

      “Dying is easy,” the eel hissed back at her.

      Terryn resisted the urge to scream at that stupid eel. She took a long, deep breath and looked for motivation. She was tired. Her muscles were sore. Her head hurt, and she wanted to curl up in her bed and take a nap. She felt like she could sleep for a week. If she could wake up back in her bed at the Children’s Home and have Trigg be in his room, too, that would be perfect.

      Stop it, Terryn. You need to focus. Freaking out is not helping. She exhaled. Her dad was suffocating, and if there was a chance she could do something about it—regardless of how she felt—was she ready to give up? To say she’d done all she could? Pride be damned. Shifting her weight, she settled into a meditation pose and breathed. Above, the stars’ song grew stronger, sending sweet tendrils of longing into Terryn’s thoughts—but she forced them back. She would not fail Derrik. She would not fail her dad.

      She imagined her own stream inside her mind. In it, leaves floated. On those leaves she imagined all her fears, her worry, her doubts. Then she focused and let the leaves float away. Her golden magic flowed into her hands and with it a feeling of possibility.

      Thinking fast, she wove the beginning notes to open a gateway, like what she’d seen Derrik weave earlier that afternoon. Yet, she altered the notes just slightly to accommodate for her wish to open Derrik’s airways, instead of opening a gateway. Then, thinking of the water like an entity she could command, she changed her hand movement to a pulling motion, as if she were pulling the water out of Derrik like a magician’s scarf. Carefully, steadily, she reached one hand after another, her pace measured and slow.

      After a moment, a stream of water bubbled out of his mouth like she’d pressed the button on a drinking fountain. She rolled him back onto his stomach, and the water drained from his mouth. She continued the spell until he began coughing.

      “Oh, thank the stars.” Terryn kept her hand on his back as he continued to cough. A feeling of gratitude welled up inside of her. She’d just found her dad, and she’d almost lost him again. She turned to thank the eel, but he’d disappeared into the stream. Instead, she saw the red umbrella folded on the bank. She unfurled its silk fabric and raised it above her head.

      “What happened?” Derrik asked between coughs, hunched over on the ground.

      “Our bubbles popped, and the stream engulfed us,” Terryn said, explaining how she’d been able to breathe the water again and how she’d fought the eels before getting him to safety.

      Derrik nodded. “Thank you.” An awkward moment stretched between them. Finally, he heaved a sigh and rolled onto his elbows, then pushed himself into a sitting position. He scrubbed his dark hair.

      “Terryn, about what happened before that. You saw something. So did Lilith.” He looked away. “I want you to know that sometimes the auras are not what they seem.”

      Disappointment and anger washed over Terryn. This was not going the way she’d hoped.

      “You don’t believe me?”

      “No, that’s not what I—”

      “I know what I saw,” she interrupted, her disappointment making her sound bitter.

      What had I expected, she thought bitterly. That he was going to embrace me as his long-lost daughter? The quiet, tiny part of her acknowledged in an equally gentle voice, Yes, that is exactly what you hoped.

      Terryn remembered he was the one who left her and Trigg on the doorstep. And he didn’t even act upset. Lilith was the one who had cried.

      “You were there, with Lilith.”

      “No!” Derrik shouted. He stood and loomed over her, pushing back the umbrella. He raised his hand, cutting her off. “I can’t hear this. That’s my future. Anything you tell me could change—” He cut himself off, put his hand to his forehead, and then turned and walked off a few strides.

      “No! You stop!” Terryn shouted at his back. She scrambled to her feet, keeping the umbrella above her head. “You knew! This whole time. You recognized me. You said I looked like her when I first got here. You had to have known! You asked me to stay. Is that why? How could you not have said anything?”

      Derrik turned to face her, his face tight with frustration. “That’s ridiculous. How was I supposed to know you were my daughter? You are talking about something that is in my future. The future. In my perspective, what happened to you hasn’t happened to me.” Derrik jabbed his chest emphatically. “Anything could still happen in the future.”

      “Exactly! That’s exactly what I want.” Terryn closed the distance between them, her sneakers flapping in the wet sand, and grabbed his arm. “I want you to keep us.” Her throat constricted and her voice hitched. “Please don’t leave us. Kids should grow up knowing their parents. That’s how it’s supposed to work.”

      Anguish crossed his face. A thrill shot through Terryn. He heard her. She relaxed her grip on his arm. He understood all the heartache. He was going to say he would change his future, her past. They would be a family. She wouldn’t have to find Trigg because Derrik could fix it right here, right now, in this instant. If her parents kept them, then maybe Trigg wouldn’t get sick, maybe Trigg wouldn’t become wo’ken, and everything would be exactly as it was supposed to be.

      “Ter, my future little girl.” Derrik cupped her face and pulled her into a hug under the umbrella. The warmth of his arms, the strength of his energy, made Terryn feel secure. He understood. He was going to make it better. He kissed the top of her head. She buried her face into his chest and breathed in the smell of him, the smell of safety. His chest rumbled as he continued speaking. “Please understand, I can’t do anything different. The auras don’t always mean what you think. And even if they were, if I change something, then we risk altering the very fabric of existence. It’s too dangerous.”

      “What?” Terryn stepped out of his embrace. “That’s not fair. Existence is not right! It’s not right the way it is! I should get to grow up with a dad, a mom. That is not fair!”

      “I’m sorry, Ter. We must be cautious. The auras are not always true,” Derrik pleaded. “Are you going to risk ruining someone else’s life? What if, by changing the future, you change something else? What if it is meant to be this way, and your past is instead dark for the moments of happiness yet to come?”

      “Shut up!” Terryn snapped the umbrella closed and brandished it like a sword. “You can’t have both. Either the auras are not important, or they are. Are you lying now or were you lying then?” Remembering the vision, a thought occurred to her. “You didn’t say that you loved us in the vision. My mom did. She didn’t want to leave us, but you wanted to leave us. It was you. It was your fault!”

      Derrik shook his head, his hands raised. “No. You are not the only one who must make difficult decisions for a better future.”

      The pain from the realization stabbed Terryn through the heart. The umbrella’s tip hit the ground. She couldn’t breathe. “You left us on purpose. You knew! You’re going to know in the future that this moment happened right now. That I begged you to keep us, and you’re going to leave us anyway. Oh my God!” She sunk to her knees, hands over her mouth. “How could you do that to me? To Trigg? We are going to be just babies. It wasn’t our fault!”

      “Terryn, you can’t—”

      Terryn glared at Derrik, stopping him a few feet away.

      “No, you can’t,” she yelled. “This was a mistake. I don’t want to be here anymore. This is stupid. Just so stupid. What a total waste of time. I should never have stayed here.”

      “Terryn, calm down. You need to listen to me,” Derrik pleaded, but she blocked him out. Instead, she arched her neck and gazed at the stars. So beautiful. So peaceful. She stood without realizing it.

      The stars’ music beckoned her with the promise of rest, of belonging, of being loved. What wouldn’t she give to fly up into the starry depths and disappear? More than ever, that was exactly what she wanted. To leave the pain, the knowledge that she wasn’t wanted, and go somewhere beautiful where she was wanted. Only one thing stopped her. One person still needed her. One person wanted her.

      Trigg.

      She returned her gaze to her father and stepped away from him. Toward the stream.

      “Ter. Listen to me.” Derrik followed, reaching for her wrist, but she avoided his grasp.

      She shook her head. “No.”

      “Terryn, don’t do this.”

      “Don’t try to stop me,” she said, anger making her voice soft. “You don’t understand. You could never understand.”

      “That’s not fair,” Derrik insisted. “I don’t know the future. No one can know.”

      His words stopped Terryn cold. She looked him straight in the eye. “You’re wrong. I know the future. I’m a wanderer, and that’s what that means.” She drew herself up and flung the red umbrella into the grassy meadow.

      “No, don’t!” Derrik scrambled toward where the umbrella had disappeared. He stopped when he saw Terryn wasn’t transfixed by the stars, but watching him.

      “It’s okay, Dad. Let it go. I understand. You’re a workaholic. You hate me. You’d probably hate Trigg. You aren’t going to want kids. We’ll just slow you down. You’ve got a big important job to do as commander here with super-secret leadership magic.” Terryn nodded to herself, believing the rightness of what she said even if she meant to exaggerate. “I get it. I really do. You can have your stupid life, your stupid command tent, and your stupid war.” She ripped off the life jacket and threw it away as well. The stupid thing hadn’t even worked. “Because, Dad, I hate you, too.”

      “Ter, stop! Listen to me!”

      Terryn ignored him. He was wrong about everything, and she wasn’t going to listen. Not anymore. She positioned herself at the edge of the stream. Taking a deep breath, she gathered her focus and her anger. Her golden magic flared around her hands. She leaped from the bank and wove the bubble shield as she fell. Then, right before she hit the water, her shield encircled her. Gravity pulled her into the stream’s depths, to the bottom of the white, sandy streambed.

      The enveloping silence calmed Terryn’s fury. A curtain of tiny white bubbles, caused by her impact from driving into the water, flurried around her magical shield like underwater snowflakes and dissipated to the water’s surface above. Tears threatened to cloud her vision.

      She swept her arms behind her and pushed the bubble forward. It began moving upstream, against the current, back the way she’d come.

      She was going home.

      She was going to find Trigg.

      There was no time to cry.
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      The gateways blurred past Terryn. Here and there, she saw flashes of purple a’lucinatio. After traveling past hundreds of gateways, the bubble slowed toward the center of the stream and locked into a position in the center of the stream. The movement startled Terryn and she lost her focus. The bubble jerked to a stop. Steadying her breath, she glanced around her. Brown logs rose from the sandy bottom, and slender green plants swayed in the current. The bubble shield rocked slightly, as if it were sitting on a track, but didn’t move. 

      Realization hit her. She’d not only gotten into a fight with her actual dad, but she’d left. She’d left just like he had. It seemed a fair trade, yet she felt the urge to cry.

      She sank down in the bubble and put her hands in her lap. She rubbed her forehead. The tears were locked behind a stone wall of anger. Terryn replayed the argument in her head. It felt like Derrik had abandoned her all over again. Except this time, he knew her, had taught her, had called her “Daughter of Earth.” How could he not have known? The hurt stung deep in her chest. Since she was a little kid, she had dreamed of knowing her parents. But when she found her dad, he didn’t even act like he cared.

      Eventually, the bubble’s gentle rocking calmed her thoughts. Terryn looked around her. Pink light from the Between’s eerie twilight filtered through the water overhead, casting dappled shadows along the sand. The a’lucinatio darted in and out of the logs and waving plants. Through the gateways, tucked into the streambed walls, she could see people moving back and forth like they were on television. 

      The closest gateway showed an old one-room schoolhouse, its yard filled with playing children. In another corner of the yard, parents and older siblings set up a potluck luncheon at makeshift tables. One child, a toddler dressed in an 1800s-style jumper and pigtails, ran to her mother. She carried a dandelion. 

      “Here, Mommy. Mom,” the child said, handing the weed to an older woman in a blue denim dress and tightly wrapped bun.

      “Thank you, dear,” the woman replied with a fond smile lighting up her brown eyes. The girl ran to join her playmates but stopped when her mother called her name. “Eleanor, guess what?”

      The child beamed. “I love you!”

      “I love you, too!” 

      Envy ripped through Terryn. 

      The scene expanded, and the fields stretched around the schoolhouse. Oxen pulled old-fashioned farm implements on the outskirts of the closest field. The air bent as if she looked through a magnifying glass. The view expanded more, and Terryn felt a gentle pressure along the front of her body. Startled, she realized the bubble had followed her attention and drifted off the track to the gateway. It touched the gateway entrance. Fear jolted through her. She didn’t want to be trapped again. She quickly moved backward, returning the bubble to the safety of the middle of the stream. 

      That’s how you leave the stream without lighting yourself on fire, genius. The self-deprecation helped distract her from the pain. She longed to have a childhood memory like that. Someone to run to and ask for hugs. Someone who could give her advice on what to do. To handle this crazy situation she’d found herself in. 

      Unfortunately, the only person who might be able to help was Derrik. 

      But that was wrong, she realized. Derrik wasn’t the only parent she’d seen in her vision. Her mother had been there. What if Terryn could find her mother?

      Terryn could barely remember what she looked like. There was an easy way to fix that, though. Sitting on the streambed, Terryn took a centering breath. She closed her eyes and recalled the vision she’d seen in Derrik’s aura. This time it was more painful. She refused to look at him.

      Instead, she focused on her mother. At her blonde hair, pale skin, and ivory silk dress that fell over her legs like butter. Terryn frowned at the sad expression the woman wore. Upon closer inspection, she realized it wasn’t sadness she saw on her mother’s face. It was a deep hardness. Her jaw clenched as if it was made from tight steel. A whip curled on a pale leather belt at her waist.

      The golden aura flared around the scene. Concerned, Terryn opened her eyes. Her bubble had moved. Or the stream had shifted. A wave of water washed in a reflective layer over the bubble, the distortion creating a kaleidoscope of the gateways and their destinations. It was disorienting and made her nauseous. Terryn steadied herself against the stream bank and squeezed her eyes shut. When she opened them, the effect was gone. 

      Whoa. That was weird. Could I do that again? Closing her eyes, she recalled the aura. When it reappeared, she focused on the surroundings. The building blocks were lighter. There wasn’t much dirt on them as there was when she’d recently left. And the trees were draped in amber, bronze, and rose-colored tones. 

      Fall then, she thought and opened her eyes. The stream remained normal. The window to the little girl was still there. Terryn sighed. She’d half hoped that by focusing, the bubble would bring her to gateway of the aura she’d seen of her parents. It didn’t look like that had happened. Just a weird dizzying effect and then nothing. 

      She’d have to swim. She swiped her hands and launched the bubble along the track. She kept her movement steady. A thrill passed through her as the bubble continued traveling while she sat comfortably in its center. The smooth motion contrasted to her first difficult journey in the stream. She would not be traveling without a bubble again, she decided, remembering how rough the current was. And how exhausting it had been to pull herself along the track. Now, she realized, the track she’d grabbed and then used to exit the stream was for the bubble shields. Like a railroad track and the bubbles were the railcars that traveled along it.

      The banks blurred as she sped upstream, returning the way she’d come so many weeks ago. Purple spots she assumed were fish flashed past. After a bit, she leaned back and the bubble slowed. This allowed her to watch the scenes in the gateways. 

      How do I know which scene is the right one?

      Suddenly a fork appeared ahead. She didn’t remember that from before. Terryn slowed the bubble to a stop. The bubble rocked in the current but didn’t drift. Along the right side of the stream were gateways to Imperious Nox. This made sense to her because the dream world was a reflection of the physical world. On the left side of the stream were gateways to Earth. But what did the split mean?

      Ahead, Terryn could see the first gateway in the new stream. Within its window, bright lights flew back and forth in a forest landscape. The lights weren’t human, but they moved with purpose as if living beings. Sylphs, maybe? If I go down the second stream, will I see gateways for another world besides Earth?

      She caught a glimpse of tall, shining trees. Intrigued, she eased the bubble toward the entrance to the new stream. The bubble lurched like a railcar switching tracks. As she moved toward the first gateway of the new fork, the current ebbed and swirled around the bubble, no longer pushing against her. Instead, it pushed the bubble from behind. Surprised, Terryn lost her focus on the weave, and the current swept her into the new stream. 

      “No, no, no!” she cried. It took all her remaining energy to maintain the bubble shield spell. If she lost control, she’d be forced to swim again, and no telling where she’d end up this time. She sang a long note and outstretched her hands, reinforcing the air barrier. However, the movement paired with the force from the current was too strong for her to stop. The bubble spun like she was on a carnival ride, making her stomach flip-flop, again and again. Terryn closed her eyes. Forcing herself to ignore the motion, she willed the bubble to stop.

      It jerked to an abrupt halt. Terryn dropped to the streambed and threw up chunks that fell through the water and sank.

      “Eww,” Terryn groaned. She wiped her mouth to make the feeling of throwing up go away. Around her the stream looked normal, except the gateways no longer showed scenes from Earth, but from the sylph planet. She had been swept down the new fork in the stream, no telling how far, and was again lost in the Between. 

      Frustrated, tired, and sore, Terryn waded to the edge of the stream, opposite the gateways leading to the fifth dimension. Releasing the weave that held the dream bubble spell, she climbed out of the water. The rosy glow of the twilight sky surrounded her, but its beauty didn’t make her feel better. Instead, it felt alien. She wanted to go home. She wanted to see Trigg. She wanted Derrik to appear and tell her what to do. But she also didn’t want him there. She sank onto the rocky bank and found a mossy spot to lay her head. 

      Her shoulders hurt, her legs hurt, and her side had a painful stitch that made it hard to breathe. In a minute, she’d get up and find a comfy spot to camp in for a few hours. In a minute. Then she’d try to go back and find the stream with gateways to Earth. In a minute. Right now, she needed to sit still. She took a deep breath. Her thoughts swirled like a tornado, too fast and out of control. Her parents. Her brother. The Children’s Home. This terrible place. The beings she’d met. Rihanna, Helo, and Ne’Tasha. Barnabus, the imps, the eels, and Trigg.

      Fat, ugly tears rolled down her cheeks and dripped onto the moss. She clutched herself and hid her face in its earthy cushion, then let herself sob like she’d never done before. Why couldn’t her parents have kept them? They clearly wanted them. 

      Yet, she was alone.
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, Terryn startled awake. Something had touched her shoulder. She lashed her hand out but grabbed air. Her momentum pushed her forward. The moss served as a soft pad on her back as she somersaulted, then sprang to her feet, knees bent, fists raised. 

      A host of glowing, translucent blue creatures surrounded her. They looked like ghosts. Ghosts of humans, dur’dalis, of gnomes—there were even a few fauns and those with lizard heads. Many different types of creatures filled the crowd. 

      “Stay back!” she yelled. The creatures stood stock still. Too still. As in not moving—not even to itch or fidget. They all wore the same long flowing robes with sandal-clad feet. And they all smiled down at her. Welcoming her. Hopeful smiles, warm and inviting, that made her forget how insubstantially ghostly they looked. 

      A taller elven figure raised her hands, palms up, in greeting to Terryn. She bent her knees and inclined her head of long, shining—literally shining—white hair to Terryn. “Daughter of Earth, the Alethia—for that is the name by which you are known among the Porta Septimi—do not be afraid.” Her voice flowed like water and sounded like the soft notes of a lullaby. “I have come to give you comfort, and these, my fellow brethren who would not be left behind, have come to witness that which ye shall yet choose.”

      As she spoke, Terryn felt the tension in her shoulders relax. The woman’s slow, steady way of speaking calmed her. The woman emitted a feeling of safety, like an older sister she could always trust. 

      “My name is Gilorneth, and I bring you good tidings and offer you a choice.”

      “Hi,” Terryn said. Her voice sounded small and weak compared to the woman’s. “What does Porta Septimi mean? Where did you come from?”

      “We are the souls of the sky in the Between. This is the entrance to our domain. The guardians, our cousins, call this the dream stream, but it actually is the center of all that is.”

      Terryn glanced up into the sky. Was it her, or were there fewer twinkling lights overhead? It looked like the stars had come down from heaven. A host of the shining beings surrounded her, looking down on her. Their faces looked happy and radiating different colors of light. Bunched together, the host of beings resembled a field of floating flowers undulating in the wind. 

      Terryn’s mouth dropped open. Emotion filled her chest, and a deep longing to join them overcame her. The same longing from the stars in the Between. Was it related?

      “Derr—my dad said that if I were to walk into the grass, I would enter the seventh dimension.”

      Gilorneth nodded; her hair cast rays of prismatic light. “We are the guardians of the seventh gate where all beings go to rest. Someday your soul will join us. I heard your cries, Alethia, and am moved by them. Not having the love of a parent is hard, but you are strong. You have a purpose in this universe.” She spread her arms wide. “Love, if you just seek it, is all around you.”

      Resentment bubbled up Terryn’s throat. How could this apparition know something like that? The pain of being by herself. Of not having someone to watch over her and care for her. To have to figure out things on her own. Like the first day of school. Or being that kid who couldn’t afford to play on the volleyball team because the Children’s Home couldn’t afford the school’s athletic fee. Let alone provide rides back and forth to practices. Where was love then? 

      Gilorneth reached out her hand and cupped Terryn’s chin. Her hand felt warm, yet light, as if it were a ray of sunshine. “You doubt that you were loved. That is not true. You are blessed as are all other beings. Love has no limits. We have no limits, and we are always with you.”

      Even if she couldn’t quite believe or understand what the woman had said, her words soothed and filled a hollow spot in Terryn’s soul. She had grown so used to that emptiness that she didn’t even realize it’d been there. A tear slipped down her cheek. 

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Because you walk in the Between as a mortal. It is rare that we are able to make a difference directly, and so we want to help.”

      These beings seemed so fragile, and Terryn felt a growing concern. “How can you help? You all seem so . . .” She stopped herself from saying “insubstantial” as she sensed that might be rude. “Delicate.”

      A tinkling of sound and light spread through the crowd. 

      “Do not doubt the strength of love. You are fated to face great sorrow on the journey ahead. We would offer you the chance to escape this fate. Join us.”

      “I’m sorry, what?” Terryn had expected a gift or something physical. Instead, it sounded like the equivalent of a transcendental “Get Out of Jail Free” card. 

      “You may join us. Ascend into the heavens, through the seventh gate, and become a star where you can shine down on creation for eons and light the way for millions of other lost souls.”

      Terryn abruptly sat down. “I could come with you?”

      Happy smiles spread across the sea of shining faces. The widest was Gilorneth. Her eyes glowed with hope and joy. “Yes. Don’t let your fate control you. As a Porta Septimana, your days would be filled with peace and love. You would never be alone again.”

      A deep yearning filled Terryn and crushed her heart. Yes! That sounds wonderful. To no longer worry, to escape the hurts and disappointments of everyday life. It would serve her parents right. For leaving her. For not having the strength to keep her. It was only fair that she could leave them, too. 

      Terryn opened her mouth to accept their offer. A second before the words left her tongue, a niggling, very human doubt slipped through the cracks of her thoughts. This was almost too good to be true. Can I trust them? Should I trust them? 

      Derrik had lied to her, had pretended he didn’t understand her gift, had pretended he didn’t know he was her father. If he could do this as her father, other people, other beings could be flawed as well. Why should these creatures tell her the full truth? And even if they were, what about Trigg? What about her future? That would be gone. What would she miss out on if she left the physical world?

      “If I went with you, what does that mean? Will I ever see my brother again? What about the things on Earth that I love? The moon, the flowers, and my cat? What happens to those things?”

      “Physical things will be beyond your purview.”

      Their offer was appealing. Terryn couldn’t deny it. She was tired. She was lonely. She wanted to go home, but she didn’t know where that was. The Children’s Home was never set up to be a home, even though Sister Rachel and the nuns had been nice to her. She didn’t hate them like some of the other kids did, but she sensed there was something more. Could the Porta Septimi give her that peace? Based on the way their warm smiles made her feel, it seemed possible. They were the stars, and they were beautiful, and they were offering her a place with them where she would be loved and could love eternally. She could probably even watch over Trigg from the heavenly heights. Guide his journey and protect him like a distant guardian angel. It was tempting. She would learn all the answers, too. 

      Why had Derrik left her? And her mother: where was her mother? What was Terryn’s power? How could she so easily travel in the dream stream while others struggled? And then a contrary thought occurred to her. Did she want to have the answers handed to her? How did these beings, who were thousands of years—if not more—removed from their physical lives, know that she would be happier? Would it be a guarantee? As appealing as a world without pain and sorrow sounded, a wedge of suspicion remained. 

      “What about the not-physical things?” Terryn asked, voicing her questions. “My magic. The wonder of that. Or the way I care for Trigg. Our partnership . . . or the mystery of my parents.” She said it low enough that she barely heard her own voice. 

      “Your human cares will fall away as the years pass,” Gilorneth replied. “Those who you love will join you someday, but you will love all equally.”

      A deep sadness welled up in Terryn. She really wanted to go. Longed to step across the dimension into their light and song, and join them for eternity. Being alive hurt. A half-imagined memory of her mother singing a lullaby while stroking her forehead. The memory of moonlight on summer nights while winning capture the flag on the lawn of the Children’s Home with Trigg. Tasting Helo’s beef stew and laughing with new friends. She remembered all of those moments when everything fit just right. She wanted more of those moments.

      “So, to avoid the sorrow,” Terryn said, more to herself than to the beings filling the sky, “I must give up all the joy?”

      Gilorneth nodded. “Think of how much joy you will gain. It is a fair trade.”

      “No, it’s not. I want to stay alive. I want to learn more about my magic, and I miss my brother. He thinks I’m dead; I’m sure of it. I can’t let him keep thinking that.”

      Terryn expected the beings to be disappointed. A slow sigh or somber musical tinkle to spread through the crowd, but instead, they continued to radiate acceptance and joy. 

      “What wonderful reasons for staying and enduring this cruel existence,” Gilorneth said, her voice tinkling with pretty notes. “You make a lovely human.” 

      “You aren’t mad at me for rejecting you?” Terryn asked, surprised.

      Gilorneth gave Terryn a gentle smile. “No. We are never mad or disappointed. You looked inside of you and made a decision that resonated with you. How could we be mad about that? Besides, you will join us eventually as all physical beings cross the seventh Caeli Porta. It is only a matter of time.”

      She embraced Terryn. Her touch felt like being wrapped in a gentle breeze. “Never forget, child,” she whispered. “You are loved. Always. The universe, the Porta Septimi, love you, and we are watching out for the time when you come home to us.”

      “Thank you.” Terryn replied in a whisper. “That means a lot.”

      Gilorneth kissed the top of Terryn’s head and released her. The other beings crowded around her. Some gave her hugs, and others passed right through her, leaving a sense of freshness and vigor, like a west wind. Then they all swirled together and flowed back into the sky, blending into the lights that shone brightly throughout the night in ambers, blues, greens, and exotic purples. 

      Terryn sat for the next several hours under those lights, watching the colors mingle and meld together into endless rainbows, twisting among the stars.

      Then, as the lights faded back to the Between’s normal twilight sky, for the first time, Terryn realized she finally did believe that maybe, just maybe, she wasn’t really alone.
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