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Chapter One

A Song of Sand and Salt









"Dream is the only place that's good," Tasha whispered. "It's our place. Remember that, Cade."

She clutched him from her hospital bed, wrists bandaged. She was his twin, only twenty-two, but her face looked so spent, so old, her eyes sunken and her skin ashen. The sheets wrapped around her like a shroud. Cade could only nod and hold her hands.

"I remember," he whispered with a dry throat.

"If you die, Cade--"

"Tash--"

"Just listen! You never listen. If you die, Cade, let your spirit find its way to Dream. Wait for me at Sunflower Corner on top of Dandelion Hill. Remember the mulberry tree we planted there?" 

Cade remembered that too. He nodded. "We're not going to die, Tasha."

Her eyes were moist. Nurses walked outside the room, wheeling carts, but here they were alone. The curtains were closed, shielding them from the other beds, leaving them in a cocoon of sheets, bandages, white walls and green tiles.

"Someday we all die," Tasha said. "But Dream lives forever. Our place." She shut her eyes.

Cade sighed, looking down upon her. She was so pale, her black hair wispy, purple sacks under her eyes. How many times had it been now? Three? Four? His sister had been trying to kill herself since that day... that day of blood and fire, that day that left them alone in the world, scarred. The shrapnel had broken his body; it had broken Tasha's soul.

"Meet me in Dream tonight," she said, eyes red, crusty, as if she would cry but had no tears left. "Tonight we meet at Seashell Shore. Okay, Talon?"

Talon. He nodded, hands in his pockets. "Okay, Sunflower."

Her eyes closed and she slept. Her chest rose and fell as the ceiling fan creaked, as nurses walked by, as the city outside bustled with five million souls flowing through gray streets. Cade turned away.

He marched down the hallways, scarred hands hidden in his pockets, head bent down, staring at the hospital floor. Green tiles stared up at him. He hated those green tiles. He hated his twin sister sometimes. He had to pause, drink from a water cooler, breathe, calm himself. Keep breathing.

He remembered the country they had fled. He remembered the day that had torn open his hands, taken their parents, taken Tasha's joy and made her this shell of pain and memories.

"She wasn't even there that day," he whispered, jaw tight.

His fists clenched in his pockets. She wasn't even there when the bombs roared, when the fire burned, when the blood and guts and limbs flew across the street. No. She had been at home that day, painting her landscapes, while he was burned and cut and--

Cade pushed the thought down, took deep breaths, and bit his lip so hard that it hurt. No, she hadn't been there, but the shrapnel that filled him, that had ripped apart their parents, dug through Tasha nonetheless. When she cut her wrists, time and again, it wasn't her razor blades that drew her blood. It was that old, jagged shrapnel.

Cade pulled his hands from his pockets, looked at their scars, and shoved them back in. He kept walking. Soon he was outside. He headed home. Meet me in Dream tonight, she had said. The only place that's good. She would sleep at the hospital, where she spent so much of her time... after slicing her wrists... for visiting those doctors who loved big terms like "post traumatic stress disorder" or "clinical depression"... sometimes just to visit her friends. Dream. Where no pain or memories of distant wars can dwell.

Cade got on the subway, a rusty old train coated with graffiti, the floor a field of fluttering flyers and newspapers. The commuters crowded around him, jostling against him as the train swayed. Tracks screamed and the driver announced the stops in a voice so muffled, it was impossible to understand.

At his subway stop, beggars reached for coins and youths huddled smoking in corners. Cade avoided the main street and walked home through the cemetery. He moved past tombstones coated with ivy and flowers, and under maples and elms shedding their leaves for autumn. Squirrels drank from stone fountains and mausoleums of marble columns frowned. He always took this route, searching for the hawk Windwhisper, remembering. This was the place where they had first discovered Dream.

"Our place," Tasha said to him every time, clutching him desperately, clinging as if he could save her from the abyss that forever gaped beneath her. "Where everything is good."

He met Tasha there that night, as they had planned. He lay in bed, alone, his apartment silent and hot around him. The only sound was his pet hamster scurrying in his cage, racing through paper towel rolls. It took Cade an hour to drift off to sleep, but finally he was there again, their place. Seashell Shore. She awaited him.

And they were no longer Cade and Tasha, the refugees, the orphan twins. In Dream they were Talon and Sunflower, and she was happy, and he was unscarred and whole, no shrapnel inside him. Talon and Sunflower, prince and princess of the wilderness.

"Yalene, Talon!" Sunflower called to him in the language of dreams. She stood atop a mossy boulder that rose from the sea. Waves sprayed her feet and sunlight glowed around her. Feathers adorned her lustrous black hair, and she wore raiment of silk and gold. A silver helm topped her head, topaz bracelets encircled her wrists instead of bandages, and light danced in her eyes. Around her, green waves whispered over seashells and sparkling stones.

"Yalene, Sunflower," he replied. He walked toward her, the sand caressing his feet. A band held his hair back from his forehead, and he wore a necklace with a stone talisman shaped as a talon, the stone that gave him his Dreamname. He carried a lyre over his back, and paintbrushes hung from his belt; here in Dream, they could make music and art as they pleased, for they lived in muse.

"I'm glad I chose Seashell Shore for tonight," she said, the sun in her smile. Whales leapt in the distance behind her, and birds of paradise soared overhead. "I was considering Tropical Canopy, or maybe Fruit Forest, but you know what? I think Seashell Shore is my favorite among the places we've discovered so far in Dream."

Cade helped her off the boulder, and they walked through the shallow water. Smooth stones glowed beneath their feet like jewels alight. "I like Seashell Shore too," Cade said. "Someday I'd like to visit the birch forest in the west, where the faeries live. We'll walk for as long as we can, and see what new places we find."

"I'd like that too, Talon. But not this night. Tonight let's swim!"

She splashed him, soaking him with sea water, and ran toward the depths. Soon she was swimming as dolphins somersaulted around her. Cade swam beside her through the sparkling waters.

"Race me to Coconut Island!" she said. They swam, laughing, until they reached an islet, seven coconut trees growing upon it. They lay on the sand, spent, and found a basket waiting beneath one tree. Inside were sandwiches and fruit, and they ate in the shade of the palms. Ahead across the water, above Seashell Shore, the mountains of Dream soared, verdant.

Dream. Our place.

"It's almost time to wake up," Cade said in a small voice, feet in the cool water, hands jingling seashells.

"No," she said and clutched his shoulder, voice desperate, eyes haunted, fingers digging. "Don't talk of the real world here. Here there are no Cade and Tasha. Here there are only Talon and Sunflower, prince and princess of the wilderness. Nobody can hurt us here, Cade. Nobody."

Cade cracked open a coconut against a rock. "Okay. For a few moments more."

She looked at him. "I'm so glad Windwhisper showed us this place, Talon. I wish I never had to leave."

But then he was awake, lying in his bed.

He sat up. From outside came the sounds of trucks and sirens, and gray morning light slanted onto him, dim under the clouds. A garbage truck backed up outside his window, beeping like some great melancholy bird, filling Cade's room with the smells of smog and rotten fruit. Cade tossed off his blankets and stood up.

The boiler was out again; he showered in cold, hard water. At least there are no arguments over the shower this morning, he thought. Not with Tasha away. Numb, he pulled on a golf shirt, brushed his hair, brushed his teeth. He ate a bagel on the subway, got to work late, and snuck in without the boss seeing. He spent nine hours typing, hunched over, typing and typing and telling himself, "Fourteen dollars an hour, just keep typing." Scarred hands over the keyboard. Happy hour tonight, Cade? Not tonight. Family thing. My sister, she's sick.

Subway again, on his way home, the commuters jostling against him, newspapers and coffee cups tumbling around his feet, the train like a boat on waves. Like the waves at Seashell Shore.

Tasha was already home when he got there, wrists still bandaged. She sat alone by the window, her back to him, a silhouette against the city lights. She turned to face Cade, and for a moment her face was blank, her eyes lifeless. Then she forced a smile. "Hi, twin brother."

"Hello, Tash. It's good to see you back."

And that was it.

That was all they needed. Prince and princess of the wilderness.

They ate mac and cheese in silence, and Cade drank four beers on the balcony, looking out over the gray city below, the millions of people scurrying down smoggy streets. Gray, the color of forgetting. He tried to forget. He spent every evening trying to forget. A siren wailed in the distance and dogs barked.

Tasha sat in the living room, knitting, a blanket pulled over her knees. Their mother had loved to knit. Cade could still see her in his mind--knitting in the rocking chair by the fireplace, humming old tunes, graying hair pulled into a bun. He barely remembered their parents anymore, the old country, anything before that day of fire, that day that broke their family. But he remembered the knitting. He remembered that.

"I'll be at Sunflower Corner tonight," Tasha said to him, passing by the balcony on her way to bed. "Meet me there."

Cade sipped another beer.

That night he went into bed and found himself standing among sunflowers six feet tall. The flowers were like dinner plates full of seeds, bright yellow, their leaves green and wide. The sky stretched endless and blue above, ants ran along the brown crumbly earth, and swallowtails flew past him, leaving wakes of sparkling powder. The air smelled fresh like flowers and soil and health, and the sunlight glistened.

"Where are you, Sunflower?" he called, the talon stone glinting against his chest.

He heard her laugh ahead. "Find me!"

He ran between the sunflowers, sandals kicking up earth. He glimpsed purple and golden scarves, and heard his twin laugh, and he chased. They ran, playing, as they would as kids before the wars, for in Dream they could be as children reborn. Soon he reached Dandelion Hill, which rose like a huge bowl from the sunflowers, covered with swaying dandelions. He heard Tasha laugh, and he saw her running up the hill. He followed and caught her by the mulberry tree they had planted, her favorite place in Dream.

"Yalene, Talon, god of Dream!" She spread her arms to her sides, her scarves blowing, and leaned her head back. The breeze streamed through her hair, and her face was serene, smiling, her eyes shut.

"Yalene, Sunflower."

They ate from baskets of fruit and breads, and walked among the flowers, and hiked until they reached Grass Sea, where rolling plains of grass swayed. In the distance grew misty forests, and beyond the trees soared cobalt mountains capped with snow.

Tasha inhaled deeply. "Dream. I love how it smells here."

"It's time to wake up soon."

She punched his shoulder. "Stop it, Talon! Or I'll kick your butt." Suddenly she gasped. "Look!" She pointed to the sky.

Cade looked, shielding his eyes against the sun. The hawk glided beneath the fluffy white clouds, his shadow racing upon the grass. Windwhisper. Their guardian of Dream, the holder of its secrets and wonders.

"Do you remember when we first met Windwhisper in the cemetery?" Tasha asked.

"Of course." He watched the hawk as it soared.

"He chose us, Talon. Remember that always. He chose us to be princes of Dream. He gave it to us, to be our place."

Soon the hawk disappeared into the distance, and Cade woke up in bed. It was morning.

And so they forgot.

And so they escaped.

They ran through the forests of Dream, fleeing that day, that terror and blood, the shrapnel that still coursed through Cade. They swam through the sea, and climbed the flowery mountains, and ran across the meadows, never thinking of the world, their parents whom they had left buried behind in a far country. Dream was beautiful. The only place that's good. The only place that matters. Talon and Sunflower, chosen by Windwhisper. 

And so they lived from dream to dream.

Until the beast arrived.

* * * * *

At first they only sensed the creature. It invaded as a whisper, a chill on the wind and a tingle up the spine. They were exploring Tropical Canopy, parrots and ferns around them, waterfalls trickling, when they suddenly shivered. The wind howled, but then the parrots chirped again, and sunlight fell between the trees and vines.

"What was that?" Cade whispered. "It felt... wrong."

Tasha was pale. She bit her lip and shook her head vigorously. "Nothing. There is nothing wrong in Dream. There never will be."

Cade looked around, but saw only sunlight, waterfalls, flowers and birds. Nothing. Just a cold wind.

But the next day, they saw tracks in the sand of Seashell Shore--smoking tracks, black and sticky, clawed and raising a foul stench. Cade knelt to examine them, but Tasha kicked sand over them, and kept kicking until they were gone. "This does not belong in Dream," was all she said, fists clenched.

"What made those tracks?" Cade whispered. He could still smell them, a smell like old fire and blood, a smell like that day worse than any other. It's as if that memory walks here, a living thing, Cade thought but said nothing.

Tasha squared her shoulders. "I don't care. This is Dream. I won't allow anything bad here."

They kept playing, running, swimming, racing, laughing as children. The thing lived there with them, and they ignored it, refused to fear it; this was their world, endlessly beautiful and full of magic.

And yet the thing lingered.

Over time, they came to call this presence the Crunge, their beast of haunting, though how or when they first imagined its name, Cade did not know. Sometimes they only saw its tracks or droppings. Sometimes they spotted bits of its foul, oily fur upon trees or stones. Once Cade thought he glimpsed the beast, great and shaggy, walking between the trees, but when he looked again it was gone.

"I don't care about this Crunge," Tasha said, though Cade noticed that her knuckles were white around the spear she carried. "Talon and Sunflower are lords of Dream, prince and princess of the wilderness, and they can defeat any invader."

Cade wore a quiver of feathered arrows over his back, and held a bow in his hand. Yet still, for all their weapons and worries, they swam in the seas, and ran through the forests and meadows, and ate among the flowers. Every night they visited their place, sometimes Beluga Beach, sometimes Butterfly Valley or Caterpillar Meadow, and whenever they saw smoking tracks, they turned the other way. They made music and they painted murals across the sides of cliffs and great boulders.

"I won't flee that place!" Tasha said one morning, sitting in their kitchen, eating cereal before Cade had to leave for work. "It's our special place, Cade. Remember that. I'm so happy there. It's the only place I'm happy. Windwhisper gave it to us."

Cade sighed and lowered his head. "I know."

That night they met in Fruit Forest, where fruits of every kind grew. They ate pears, apples, apricots, kiwis, grapes, until they could eat no more. They lay upon a sunny knoll, watching the monarchs that flew above. Cade patted his belly, and Tasha wove flowers into a tiara for her hair. 

"When I die, my spirit is going to find this place," she said, as she always said. "I'll travel to Dream and be happy here forever."

Happy here forever. Cade looked at the fluffy clouds, and his hands played with the grass. He opened his mouth to answer Tasha, and then a shadow fell upon them.

Oily fur loomed, a howl tore the air, and claws came down.

Tasha screamed and lashed her spear, but claws splintered the wood. Cade nocked an arrow, but saw only rotting fangs dripping saliva. And then he was awake in his bed, and he heard Tasha screaming in her bedroom.

He met her in the hallway of their apartment. She was pale and shaking, her hair tousled, her fingernails digging into her palms. Bloody scratches ran down her shoulder.

"Tasha, you're hurt!"

She leaned her head against the wall, trembling. Cade rushed to her and held her.

"Cade," she said, eyes huge and haunted, "we can no longer visit Dream."

Tears filled her eyes. She spent the rest of the night weeping.













Chapter Two

Cherubs and Lions









Cade walked through the cemetery.

Autumn leaves glided around him, landing upon grass and tombstones. Squirrels raced between the trees, and sparrows drank from stone fountains shaped as cherubs. Marble columns towered around him, twenty feet tall, holding marble virgin mothers who wept stone tears. Apple and cherry trees shaded mausoleums of white columns, and Cade kept walking, seeking that place, the place where they had first met Windwhisper.

Where was their guardian of Dream, their god of wonder and secrets?

"Windwhisper!" Cade called, not caring if he disturbed the dead. The trees moaned and shook with his voice, and cold wind blew. "Windwhisper, where are you?"

He walked down gravel paths, past fresh graves, past tombstones that had stood for two hundred years, and with every step, with every heartbeat, he knew that his sister spiraled deeper into places where he could not follow. Statues of melancholy angels gazed from columns coated with ivy, moss upon their swan wings. A breeze blew, and pollen fell from the trees, sweeping across the path.

Finally he found the place he sought, the mausoleum where they had first met their hawk. Ivy climbed its marble columns, and two bronze lions stood guard outside, life sized, one on each side. The word Eaton was written in gold above the mausoleum's columns. The first time Tasha saw the place, she laughed, Cade remembered. Eaton by the lions, she had said. It's not his name, it's the cause of death! Cade sighed and shook his head. At twenty-two, his twin could still be a little girl. Well, her childhood was cut short, like all childhoods where we lived. Let her enjoy being a girl when she still can.

Cade sat on the steps that led to the mausoleum. He placed his chin in his hands, feeling the shrapnel inside his palms, watching the leaves glide between the trees and over the tombstones. Hills rolled ahead, crested with more tombstones and statues. Cade sighed again. Sometimes it was hard to believe he lived here now, in this new country, a place where the dead lay beneath soil and grass, not on sidewalks and rubble. Refugees. A strange word. Who'd have thought it would ever describe him and his twin? They had been so happy years ago, as children before the wars. Look at us now.

"Windwhisper, where are you?" he asked softly.

With a flutter of wings, a shade shot past Cade, and he looked to his left, and saw the hawk upon a column of stone. The bird stood fifteen feet above, looking down, regarding Cade. Mocha patches dappled his white feathers.

Cade stood up. "We need to talk."

The hawk fluttered down and landed on one of the bronze lions. "Hello, Talon."

Cade pursed his lips, and was surprised to find tears close to filling his eyes. Only my sister calls me that. He began to pace, eyes stinging. He clenched his fists inside his pockets.

"Windwhisper, what's wrong with Dream?"

The hawk gazed upon him with yellow eyes that sparkled like the gliding pollen in the sun. The light glistened on his white head and breast, and he ruffled his mocha wings. "It is... difficult to explain."

"Well, start talking. Something almost killed us there last night. That place was supposed to be safe. A perfect place, you had told us." The only place that's good. The only place he, his sister--these tattered remains of their family, scarred and haunted--could still find some peace. Our place of endless beauty.

The hawk lowered his head, as if overcome by sadness. Fallen leaves glided around him. "I'm sorry, Cade. I did not think that he would move so fast, so brazenly. To strike so far east...."

Cade stepped up to the hawk, not caring that he stepped over graves or trampled flowers. "Who is he? What is the Crunge?"

Windwhisper looked up, and Cade lost his breath, for in the hawk's eyes, he saw rolling plains and forests, soaring mountains and valleys, and beyond them... a place of dark fire and terror. It was only a glimpse, a fleeting image soon gone, but it filled Cade with fear. The hawk regarded him.

"Do you know why we chose you to visit Dream, Cade?" Windwhisper asked. "Do you know why you and Tasha are the only humans to have seen it?"

"Because... it is our place," Cade whispered, unable to tear his eyes away from the hawk, from the afterglow of that vision he had glimpsed. "A place where we can rest. That's what Tasha says."

"And what do you say?"

Cade lowered his head. He stared at the leaves and grass beneath his feet. "I don't know, Windwhisper."

"It is because we wanted to train you."

Cade kicked a tombstone. The trees rustled and moaned. "Train me for what, Windwhisper? Damn it! This isn't a game. My sister tried to kill herself for the fourth time last month, so you better stop talking riddles, and tell me what you know. Why that presence that haunts us?"

The hawk fluttered off the tombstone and landed on Cade's arm. "Come, Cade. Let us not talk here, not in this place where spirits listen and trees watch. Let us go home."

* * * * *

Tasha lay on her stomach in bed, face shoved into the pillow. Her arms lay sprawled to her sides, and she wished the pillow would just suffocate her. God, please, just let me die. She shoved her face into the softness, but the pillow was too airy, and breath still found its way into her mouth. Please, God. To drift away, as into sleep... to feel nothing... to sleep forever without pain or fear. That would be heaven for her. She flipped onto her back and stared at the ceiling, at the stars she had glued there, as if she were still a girl. Please, God, just let me die.

And yet where would she go now in death, if not to Dream? Dream was haunted, destroyed. Ruined forever, foul and disgusting. The Crunge. She hated it, and she bit her lip so hard, she tasted blood. So many scars she already had on her lip, but so what? Let it bleed again. She looked at the scars on her wrists, eyes dry, and thought of the scars that covered her brother's hands. You are no longer scarred alone.

She shut her eyes. Again she was back here, alive and bandaged; she couldn't even kill herself properly. Not that it mattered. Not that anything mattered anymore. No matter how many times she cut herself, the old days were gone. Her parents would never be back. Her old country would never be back. What was the point of returning to life? Nobody held her, nobody changed anything for her. Who cares? Who cares anyway? She stared at those stars on her ceiling. Nothing would help until she finally drifted away into nothingness.

I'm so alone, she thought, gazing up at the ceiling, tears filling her eyes. I'm so alone now. 

Even Dream was dead to her. And Cade? She loved her brother, but... even Cade caused her pain. Whenever she looked at him, the scars on his hands and legs, she remembered that day, that one day she relived every day. Even her twin, the only person she loved, brought pain into her life, and she knew she was a burden to him. I know.

As if summoned by her thoughts, she heard the apartment door open and Cade walk in. He was talking to somebody. A visitor? Cade never brought people over. He's probably ashamed of me.

She heard him in the living room. Tasha crept out of bed, her black hair tousled and knotted, her pajamas wrinkled. On bare feet, she tiptoed toward her door, opened it silently, and crept down the hallway, past the Miro paintings Cade had hung there, as if they knew anything about art, as if any art could bring joy to their home. She held her breath, peeked into the living room, and gasped.

Windwhisper! Windwhisper was there, standing atop the globe on the coffee table. Cade found our guardian. Sudden anger flared in Tasha. The bird had given them Dream, had betrayed them, had sent them into a world that hid rottenness. Standing in the shadowed hallway, Tasha listened.

"Cade," the hawk said, talons clutching the North Pole. "Dream is not just a place of beauty, which you and your sister can visit in dreams. It is Dream itself, the place whence all good dreams come."

Cade, hands shoved into the pockets of his corduroy jacket, lowered his head. "I know. I think I always knew."

The hawk nodded. "Whenever one dreams of a flower, that flower comes from the meadows of Dream. When a person dreams of love and beauty, those emotions flow from the forests of Dream."

Tasha knew all this already. It had been obvious to her all her life. Back in the old days, before the wars, before the bombing that left her brother broken and her parents dead, she used to dream of flowers and unicorns and teddy bears. She had always known, even as a little girl in those days of joy, that when she dreamed, she was glimpsing fragments of a far off land. Other people said that dreams came from her head, but Tasha had always known they were wrong. Dream had always been real to her, years before Windwhisper had shown her the portal to its shores and forests.

"And you, Cade," the hawk continued, "you and your sister are the only humans who've ever visited Dream. You are the only people who received more than just fragments, but a portal into our very world." The hawk's voice seemed ancient and endlessly wise, powerful as the voice of a god.

"So why the monster?" Cade said, pacing across the living room, hands still in his pockets. He always keeps his hands in there. Tasha wanted to weep, she suddenly loved him so much.

"Because our world, the world of Dream, is dying, Cade," Windwhisper said.

Tasha lowered her head, feeling the anguish grow in her chest, that old anguish that flowed through her limbs, making her weak, overcoming her. Dream. Where everything is good. Their place. Dying.

"Dying?" Cade whispered. "How?"

The hawk flew to the windowsill and gazed outside to the city. The lights of passing cars danced in his eyes. "Nightmare is a land as well, a kingdom at war with our own." The hawk turned back from the window and gazed with burning eyes, and his voice flowed intense and desperate. "Phobetor, the God of Nightmare, is invading Dream. If he conquers Dream, all good dreams will die, and only nightmares will fill the sleep of sleepers."

Tasha felt a chill run down her back, from her head to the tip of her tailbone. Yes. Nightmare. This too was a real land Tasha had witnessed in her sleep--a land of pure terror where horror itself formed the air and earth, where red snakes crawled and hairless cats hissed.

Nightmare. My eternal companion.

She shut her eyes. For so long, Dream had been her place, the place where she escaped, with Talon, with the mountains and valleys of her most secret solace. The wilderness beyond the world. She opened her eyes and looked to the ceiling, tears on her lashes, for she loved their special haven and should it perish, she knew her soul would follow.

"This Phobetor," Cade whispered, pale. "Is there no way to stop him?"

Windwhisper again gazed out the window, and suddenly he seemed so sad that Tasha wanted to weep, for she saw the sadness of her heart echoed in the hawk's eyes. "There is but one way."

Tasha caught her breath. She crept to the edge of the hallway, listening.













Chapter Three

Moonmist









An impish hag, squat and warty, sat on her chest. Princess Moonmist could not breathe. Choking, she leapt up in bed and tossed off her blankets. The weight lifted from her chest, and she took deep, ragged breaths.

Her candles had died while she slept, and clouds veiled the moon. Fingers trembling, Moonmist fumbled for her tinderbox. A dull, hideous cackle came from the shadows of her room. Moonmist started, hit the tinderbox, and it crashed to the floor.

"Onana!" she called.

Fumbling came from the chamber next to hers, and Moonmist lay, clutching her embroidered blankets to her chin. Soon her handmaiden rushed into the room, holding a lit candelabrum. Shadows danced and swayed like demons, red and black.

"My lady!" the handmaiden said. The feathers that grew from her head were tousled. "Does something trouble your sleep?"

Moonmist looked around the room, but could see no sign of an impish hag, that weight she had felt on her chest as she slept. Had she imagined it?

The princess sighed. "I... had a bad dream, Onana. That is all."

For safe measure, she took the candelabrum from Onana and explored the dark corners, under her canopy bed, behind her divan. No imps, no witches, nothing. A bad dream, no more. Moonmist sighed. Lately she had been seeing shadows, ghosts, evil whispers in every corner. Dream is not as it was. Something foul casts a shadow upon Yor's kingdom.

Onana, young and pink and plump, stepped toward her. The handmaiden brushed back the long, golden feathers that grew from Moonmist's head. "It's best to be safe, Princess," the handmaiden said, "what with the Banished One's beings crawling across the land."

Moonmist nodded. The Banished One. Why dare we not speak his name, though we all whisper it in our hearts in darkest nights? Yes, Phobetor's beings crawled across the land. His snakes, wolves, and demons had been scouring the fields outside her city, leaving smoking tracks, devouring livestock, kidnapping farmer babies. Moonmist walked toward the window, the thick woolen rug caressing her bare feet. Finally the moon broke through the clouds, glinting on her silvery gown and pendant.

Moonmist looked down to that pendant, which lay glistening upon her white breast. She caressed the talisman with fingers that still trembled. Two pegacats, cats with butterfly wings, circled each other against her skin. One pegacat was black, carved of jet, her wings woven of silver. The other pegacat was white, carved of marble, and her wings were woven of gold. Starlight and Harmony, the pegacats of Dream. May they protect me on these dark nights, for I fear a forthcoming night of endless darkness.

As if to echo her thoughts, she glimpsed a shadow in the gardens outside, scurrying across the bushes, squat and heavy. Moonmist shivered, remembering that image of the hag, but when she looked again, the shadow was gone.

"Did you see something outside, Princess?" her handmaiden asked. "I thought I saw a shade, like a wolf in the night."

Moonmist shook her head. "It was only the stirring of leaves in the breeze." Let not Onana fear the darkness, for if her happiness and hope left her, who would comfort me when nightmares creep? Tomorrow she would ask for guards outside their chambers.

"Very well, my princess," Onana said, her pink hands on the windowsill, still gazing into the night with worried eyes. "If that is all, I'll retire to my chambers, unless you would like a cup of warm milk to soothe you."

Moonmist shook her head, clutching her pegacat pendant. "Don't trouble yourself, Onana. But... if that shadow worried you, and if you are afraid... you can stay here. Just for tonight." She swallowed, remembering that weight on her chest, and shivered again. "I wouldn't want you to be alone if you're frightened."

Onana turned to look at her and smiled, the moonlight in her eyes. "Of course, Your Highness," the handmaiden said and bowed her head.

Soon the princess and her handmaiden lay in the canopy bed, its posts carved of cherry wood in the form of frolicking pegacats. The embroidered blankets were soft around them, and the downy pillows fluffy, yet they could not sleep, not until dawn rose and light filled the world. Then, finally, could Moonmist forget her fears and sleep, if only for an hour or two.

In the morning light, she rose to find Onana gone, the window open, and fresh jasmines blooming in a porcelain vase upon her table. Moonmist considered calling Lynk, her second handmaiden, but decided to wash and dress herself this morning. She felt like being alone today. She tossed her feathers back and stepped toward her dresser, to choose a gown. I feel like my dark green gown today, of soft wool and silver bells sewn into the hem. Their chime will take my mind off night's sound of grunts and cackling.

When she swung open the chestnut dresser's doors, the blood left her face.

Bloody prints, squat and clawed, covered the inside of her dresser. Her clothes hung in muddy shreds.

The hag.

"Lynk! Onana!"

The next few moments passed in a blur. When Moonmist could finally think again, she lay upon her divan, her head in Onana's lap. A dozen guards filled her room, dressed in plate armor, helmets on heads. Outside her window, more soldiers ran through the marble streets of the Begemmed City, but Moonmist knew they would not find the hag. She knew that if Phobetor did not want his scout found, his scout would not be found.

As Onana caressed the feathers on her head, Moonmist shut her eyes. Why do you torment me, Phobetor, lord of nightmares?

"Torment?" came a soft voice. "My sweetness, you do me an injustice."

Moonmist's eyes snapped open. "Who said that?" she demanded in a shaky voice. She looked around wildly, but the guards were still busy searching her room, and Onana looked down upon her in concern.

"My Lady? I've said nothing," the handmaiden said, concern veiling her eyes.

Moonmist shut her eyes again, and sure enough, the voice spoke inside her mind. "Sweetness, you know who I am."

Moonmist winced. Phobetor.... Could the voice of Nightmare itself be speaking to me?

The voice in her mind seemed to answer. "Clever girl. I can't wait until we meet, sweetness. It will be soon. Soon enough, I will come get you."

Moonmist rose to her feet. "I must leave this place," she said. As Onana gazed in worry, Moonmist marched out of her bedroom. Her guards rushed to follow. I will never dare return to this room. She marched down corridors of white marble, the walls studded with gems, jeweled steeples glistening outside the windows. But no beauty could solace Moonmist today, a day when Nightmare crawled inside the palace. What has happened to my home?

"I need to ride," she said to Onana and Lynk, her two dear handmaidens, who trailed behind. "Lynk, can you find me a riding dress?"

"Yes, My Lady," the girl with the black feathers on her head said. She hurried off into a chamber, her azure skirts rustling behind her.

"Onana, can you please pack us a lunch? I wish not to return for some hours."

Onana nodded and rushed off, but Sir Grendel, chief of her guards, stepped toward her. White feathers grew from his chin in a long beard, and red feathers bloomed upon his head. "My Lady, the fields outside the city are dangerous these days. There have been reports of foul creatures crawling there. I suggest you stay indoors."

Moonmist turned to gaze at him, never slowing her stride. "A creature of the Nightmare Lord found its way into my chamber tonight, as I slept, as a hundred guards roamed the palace hallways. If a monster could penetrate the chambers of the princess, no place is safe."

Sir Grendel lowered his head. "I will accompany you outside the city." When Moonmist opened her mouth to object, he silenced her with a fiery gaze. "I will hear no refusal! I ride with you, myself and thirty men bedecked in full armor."

Moonmist wanted to rail against him. Eighteen years old she was, and never in her life had she needed guards to follow as she rode outside the city. But then, nothing was the same anymore. She sighed, paused, and took Sir Grendel's great calloused hands in her own small white ones.

"I would be glad to have you along," she said, smiling for the first time this day. Sir Grendel had been guard to her all her life, and before her birth, he served her father the king. Throughout her childhood, she could find endless comfort in his great, hulking presence in the hallways, in the kindly glint in his green eyes. There is still some goodness in the world.

Soon she was in the stables, mounting her mare Comet, as around her armored guards, faces hidden behind bronze helms, sat upon coursers. Onana and Lynk sat behind upon twin chestnut fillies. Out of the stables they rode, and through the streets of the Begemmed City. Marble walls and spires rose around them, inlaid with gems. Few people filled the streets, and the marketplaces lay barren. They are scared.

Soon they reached the Gates of Sapphire, carved of heavy wood banded with iron. Guards stood upon the city walls, bows in hands. Once the gates were open, and the plains of Dream lain before her, Moonmist breathed in relief. She rode out into the countryside, the cool breeze on her face. I need this. I need to get away from that city where the air smells like fear.

Yet she could still remember the voice in her head.

Her hand rose to her breast, and she clutched her pendant of the two pegacats, Starlight and Harmony. One cat carved of black jet with silver wings, the other carved of white marble, her wings of gold. Protect me on these days, pegacats of Eloria.

She wished she could ride forever, ride for moons and moons, until she reached the eastern realms of Dream. They said the pegacats lived there by an enchanted waterfall. Moonmist wished she could meet them some day, them and the other gods of Dream, like Maninav the goddess of flowers, or Galgev the fox god, or even Yor, the Father Elk, the greatest god of Dream. There, in the east, where the gods dwell, there must be no evil. Phobetor will have no power there. Yet a tiny whisper of a thought, but a wisp, knew that no place in Dream was safe anymore. Phobetor had his eyes set upon Eloria, and it seemed that even the Begemmed City, with its knights and thick walls, was not immune.

"So long as breath lives in my lungs," she whispered, "I will defend my city. If war should come, we will stand strong." She looked to Sir Grendel and his men, who rode around her, the sunlight upon their armor and swords. She was not sure what help she, a young princess who spent her life in pampered idleness, could grant her city on such dark days, but she could at least continue to pray.

Lynk rode up beside her upon her filly. The handmaiden held the princess's banner in hand, flapping atop a ten-foot pole: the pegacats, Starlight and Harmony, circling each other upon a cobalt field.

"My princess," the girl said, "I'm sure that things will be fine. Your guards are brave, their shields thick and their swords bright." Lynk smiled, dimples in her cheeks.

Moonmist smiled. "Thank you, Lynk." The girl with the head of black feathers warmed her heart. Lynk was the same age as Moonmist, and had been with her for three years now. You are not only my handmaiden. You and Onana are my best friends. I thank Yor for such kind friends on dark days.

"There, ahead!" Moonmist called over the rumbling hoofs. "The copse of birches. There is a meadow among the trees. Let us rest there and eat."

Sir Grendel nodded, and the riders turned toward the copse, hoofs thundering across the grassy fields. Moonmist felt better already, as she always did when riding outside, the fresh air against her face, stinging her cheeks, the smell of grass and trees around her. I will not let the beauty of Dream fall to the Banished One.

They were a hundred yards from the copse when wails rose. The horses bucked and neighed. Huge claws tore down the birches, cruel fangs glinted, and knights drew their swords.

Moonmist screamed.

* * * * *

Alone in his garden, Phobetor sat and gazed upon white trees. The gardens of his palace could always solace him. A soft smile touched his lips. Even the God of Nightmare needs time alone, to reflect, to gaze upon living things.

Made of skin and hair were his trees, eyeballs covering their trunks like knots in wood, their branches like long fingers with many joints, hair growing from the knuckles. The gods of Dream think that only their landscapes are beautiful, Phobetor thought. But they have not seen the beauty of Nightmare. He rose from his bench of twisted golden wire, walked toward one of the trees, and dug his claws into the trunk. Blood poured down the tree like sap, and its fingerlike branches twisted and shrieked. Phobetor wiped the pouring blood with his fingers, then held out his bloodied hand.

"Drink, my pets," he said. The slugs and snakes that nested on his head crawled down his neck, along his arm, and coiled around his fingers. The creatures drank the blood from the tree, hissing and bloating. Phobetor smiled softly, gazing at his pets with affection. Why do those in Dream find Nightmare so dreary? This land is full of life and beauty.

When his pets had their fill, Phobetor left the gardens and walked over a floor of shattered glass, moving toward his palace. In the distance around him, columns of fire rose, and great reptiles coiled in the ashy, swirling skies. His palace loomed ahead, its spires like jagged knives, its walls bleeding, its windows like shrieking maws.

"Feesrog," Phobetor said, reaching out his mind, sending his thoughts out toward Seashell Shore, the eastern shore of Dream. "Feesrog, do you hear?"

After a moment of silence came a guttural voice, speaking in Phobetor's mind from that distant shore. "Yes, my lord, I hear."

Reaching his mind and gaze into the east, tens of thousands of miles away, Phobetor could see the creature of fang and fur. Dank and malodorous, his fur rustling with maggots, the beast stood among the trees of Dream.

"Have you found them, Feesrog?" Phobetor asked.

The Incubus shook his head, his three eyes lowered. "I have not, my lord. Talon and Sunflower have not entered Dream since that day. They fear your might."

Phobetor reached the doors of his palace, towering doors of iron and firegems. Burly gatekeepers guarded them, twenty feet tall with doglike faces and hands the size of carriages. The gatekeepers opened the doors with mournful creaks, and Phobetor stepped in, his silk clothes rustling. His feet echoed against bloodred tiles as he walked across the grand hall, centipedes scurrying across the floor to escape his stride. Phobetor barely noticed the creatures; his mind was still set in the east, upon his Incubus.

"They call you the Crunge, do you know?" Phobetor said and laughed softly. "I like the name. I should call you that, perhaps."

"If you wish, my lord," said the beast of fang and fur.

"I have sensed something," Phobetor said, climbing a staircase lined with jagged swords. "A portal was opened, not far from you, and I lost my sense of the hawk. The hawk is up to something, and possibly the elk too."

Feesrog snarled, showing fangs like daggers, his tongue flapping, long and sticky and thick. "I will dine upon the elk and the hawk."

Phobetor nodded. "When the time is right. Feesrog, do not underestimate them, and do not doubt that they are conspiring against us. Guard the bridge over the canyon. Do not leave it. I sense trouble in Seashell Shore."

"Yes, my lord."

Phobetor entered his hall, a grand hall lined with columns. Between the columns, he could see the realms of Nightmare stretching into the horizons, muddy and red, burning with towers of flame, the sky red and black and grumbling.

"I will send the Silent Man forth," Phobetor said. "He will soon join you. Be careful, Feesrog. The hawk is planning a move against us, and these Talon and Sunflower are part of it."

With that, Phobetor severed his connection with his Incubus, leaving him to guard that shore of sand and salt. Dream. They think it is so beautiful. Soon it will be mine. And you, Moonmist, sweetness... you will rule it with me.

Phobetor marched toward his throne between the columns, gazing upon the burning red landscapes of Nightmare that growled on all sides. When he reached his marble throne, he sat down, leaned back, and closed his eyes. He brought into his mind the image of Moonmist, his beloved. He let the memory of her beauty fill his mind, like good bloodwine fills the mouth. He savored the memory of her pale skin, freckles, hazel eyes.

Such a beautiful thing.

Phobetor did not regret being banished from Dream. No. In Dream he would have been nothing; a pariah. Here in Nightmare, he was a great lord, with many hosts worshiping him. He had his palaces, his armies, his women of flame and clay. Yes. The God of Nightmare has his paramours. He could raise his concubines from clay, breathe flame into their mouths, and turn them into living, lustful demons of searing fire-beauty.

"But a girl of flesh and blood... a princess...."

Phobetor ran his claws in the air, pretending to stroke the golden feathers that grew from Moonmist's head. He could still smell her scent. With every fiber in his pale, thin body, Phobetor longed to grab her, possess her, dig his claws into her as he knew her.

Phobetor knew he could have any girl, if not a demon of clay and flame, then any of the Dreamgirls his minions captured. But he wanted only one.

"Moonmist."

Who else for a lord of Nightmare, than a princess of Dream?

He smiled softly as in the distance, pillars of fire burned and coiling dragons screamed. "Yes, sweetness. You can run from my hag. You can escape for a while. But I am coming for you, Moonmist. I want you, and I am coming to take you." 













Chapter Four

Tasha the Mouse









Windwhisper flew across the living room, sparkling gifts in his talons. He bore a golden bottle--small as a shot glass--in his right talon. In his left talon, he held a jeweled compass on a golden chain. He placed the items on the coffee table and stared at Cade with yellow, glowing eyes.

"How can Phobetor be stopped, Cade?" the hawk said, voice soft as clover in Dream meadows. "There is but one way, of paltry hope, of almost certain failure... but the only way. You, Talon. You can save Dream." The hawk nudged the gifts. "Travel across the lands of Dream, avoiding Phobetor's spies, until you reach Nightmare and find its master. This compass contains a drop of Phobetor's blood, and always points to him; it will guide you. You must then touch this bottle to Phobetor, and he will be sucked in and imprisoned."

Cade shut his eyes. You can save yourself, Cade, he heard the old voice in his head, the voice of his sister as he lay, bandaged, slipping in and out of consciousness. Only you. Cade opened his eyes and looked out the window, at the autumn leaves falling, landing to scuttle across the street, rustle around pumpkins that lay upon cobblestones. He had survived then. He had lain dying for two months, and reemerged into the world, shrapnel in his hands and legs, reemerged to flee to this new country of autumn leaves and pumpkins upon cobblestones. He had thought that would be enough. He had thought that had been his life's battle, but now....

"Magical quests? It all sounds like some fantasy book," he whispered to the hawk, but today, Cade could not find the boundary between imagination and reality. Maybe he was losing his mind, or had lost it long ago. He could see in his mind the wilderness of Dream, the beaches and sunlight, the misty forests of mossy birch, the endless gardens where faeries and firebirds flew. He saw, also, that image he had glimpsed in Windwhisper's eyes, the place of darkness, screams, and agony. Nightmare. 

He looked into the hawk's eyes again, but saw only yellow orbs, watching him, waiting. "I can't do this," Cade whispered. "I'm not Talon. That's only a game we play. I'm Cade, the orphan refugee. You do it, Windwhisper. You take the bottle to Phobetor."

Windwhisper shook his head sadly. Dapples of sunlight coated his feathers and danced in his eyes. "I cannot, for Phobetor spies on all creatures of Dream. He would know if I quested toward him and send all his power to stop me, demons of dark wings and shadows that fly. Only an outsider can do this task, one Phobetor does not know."

Cade sat down on the sofa. He stared at his hands, scarred hands that still ached. Autumn is here. The cold always makes them hurt. He looked up at his sea turtle statuettes that stood, solemn, upon the wooden shelves on the wall, arranged like soldiers of underwater. I insisted we buy the shelves, he remembered, buy the turtles, make a home of this place. When they fled to this country three years ago, Tasha had only wanted to sleep, to cry. He forced them to make a home here, to buy turtles because their mother had loved them, to start a new life. But had they really found a home here? No. Only in Dream. Only in the wilderness away from all memory and pain. Dream is where we escaped to. It is the place that saved us; how could I be the one to save it? 

"I can't leave Tasha," he said, shaking his head. "She needs me. She has nobody else." He had never left his sister, not even when the loneliness and pining swelled within him, when he wanted to flee this sad house and the memories that forever filled it. He always came home to be with her. She had taken care of him during those months that he lay abed, slipping in and out of death. He could not stop caring for her now, leave on this crazy quest into that place of fire and anguish.

Windwhisper sighed. "Cade, does Tasha ever have nightmares?"

"Of course, but--"

"Phobetor is getting stronger, his kingdom larger, and so do nightmares worsen. If Phobetor destroys Dream, all good dreams will vanish. Sleep will become unbearable, so torturous that people will force themselves to stay awake until they die of exhaustion. Tasha and everybody else."

Cade felt himself pale. He saw in his mind the Crunge, the creature of fur and fang, their beast of haunting. It had hurt them that day, had hurt Tasha when she was weakest. If the Crunge invaded her every night, haunted her whenever she slept, that could be enough. The next time he found her with slit wrists, her blood seeping into the bathtub as she gazed up at him with dry eyes, could be the last. Cade lowered his head. I can't let Tasha hurt herself again. I can't deal with it anymore. He had to save Dream, he realized, for Tasha if for no other reason. Our place. The place where everything was good.

He took a deep breath and gazed at his apartment, the pot of dandelions Tasha had picked, his turtle statuettes, his life. Lips tightened, tears just stinging at the corners of his eyes, he grabbed the jeweled compass. He hung it around his neck from its golden chain. With an aching hand, he took the golden bottle and clutched it desperately. He looked at Windwhisper, trying to keep his face stern. He said nothing. He didn't need to. I've always known how to fight. I will do this, for my sister, for Dream. Yet he could not banish the fear that coiled in his belly.

The moonlight filled Windwhisper's eyes, and for a moment, it almost seemed like he smiled... a smile of relief and hope. But then the hawk fluttered his feathers and leapt onto the table, and urgency filled his voice. "You must hurry. If Nightmare conquers Dream, the bottle will lose its magic, and Phobetor will become unstoppable. You must capture him before he conquers Dream."

Windwhisper picked the dandelions from the vase. He released them in midair, where they floated in a ring, a hovering garland five feet wide. The hawk whispered a spell in a language that sounded ancient, almost forgotten. A shower of rose petals began to fall inside the ring of flowers, glowing with faery powder.

"We can enter Dream through this portal," the hawk said. "It is not enough to visit Dream in your sleep, when morning will wake you. You must leave the world behind. Follow me."

Windwhisper flew through the portal and disappeared with a flash of light.

* * * * *

Cade--her twin brother--chosen to save Dream?

Hiding in the hallway, Tasha bit her lip, anger filling her. What about me? Windwhisper thinks Cade can save Dream, but that I'm useless? Everybody thinks I'm useless, but I'm not. I can do things too. Just because I sometimes go to the hospital doesn't mean I'm a loser.

She watched as Cade disappeared into the portal, vanishing with golden light. Does Cade really think he can just tramp off on some quest to save me? He doesn't need to save me. He needs me to save him. Since the war left them alone in the world, they had done everything together, sharing their broken lives as if they still shared the womb. They would do this together too.

Tasha raced into the living room. The portal was flickering. It's about to close. She ran toward the portal, but suddenly paused. If Windwhisper saw her in Dream, would he send her back? She needed a disguise, she realized. She remembered what Windwhisper had said that first day, the day they met him in the cemetery, when he first told them about Dream.

"In Dream, you can be anything you like," the hawk had said, standing outside the mausoleum atop the bronze lion. "You don't have to be yourselves; you can be gods, animals, anything you wish."

They had chosen to be Talon and Sunflower, the prince and princess of the wilderness, but today, Tasha needed to be sneaky and small. How can I enter without anybody knowing?

Then she knew. She tightened her lips and leapt into the portal.

Light flashed around her, and Tasha gasped. Her skin tingled and endless golden specks streaked across her, chinking like faery laughter or spilling coins, like the thousand tiny bells her mother sewed into her dresses when Tasha was a child. Tasha's hair streamed, and she tumbled through the air, spinning wildly. Back into Dream. Back into our world. She would not fear the Crunge. She clenched her fists, only they were no longer fists, but paws, tiny and pink.

With a flash, the sparkling lights vanished, and the scent of sea hit her nostrils. Sunlight filled her eyes, blinding her. Catching her breath, she hit soft sand, dizzy.

* * * * *

For a moment the sunlight blinded him, and all Cade could see was white brilliance. Slowly his eyes adjusted, and he saw before him a beach. Seashell Shore.

The sand was impossibly soft and flowing, strewn with seashells of all kind--Lion Paws, Angel Wings, King's Crowns and a hundred others. The water glimmered cobalt and green under an azure sky, crested with beads of sunlight. Palm trees grew above the shore, and in the distance soared green mountains. A breeze scented of water and salt filled Cade's nostrils, and the seashells clinked like wind chimes as the waves whispered over them.

"Welcome to Dream," Windwhisper said, fluttering from a palm tree to land on Cade's arm. "No dawn can wake you now, for you live in our world."

"Seashell Shore," Cade said softly. "Tasha and I would visit this place in our sleep. She loves it here. It's one of her favorite places." He watched the waves lap against the mossy boulder where Sunflower would stand, gazing upon the sea, her bronze-tipped spear kindled with sunlight. The goddess of salt and sand.

Windwhisper nodded. "It is the eastern shore of Dream. I've brought you here because it's safest, the farthest place from Phobetor and his spies. Anywhere closer, and he might have detected the portal."

Cade looked around at the seashells, the whispering water, the rustling palm trees, but the beauty brought him no peace today, only sadness. I'm in Dream during waking hours. Our place. The wilderness of Talon and Sunflower.

"Tell Tasha where I am," Cade said, feeling close to tears, a lump filling his throat. "Tell her I had to go, had to leave, but that I'll be back soon." He clutched the compass that hung around his neck on its golden chain, feeling the jewels dig into his palms, the palms of Talon, unscarred by war and memories. "I'll follow this compass, and I'll touch this bottle to Phobetor, and then I'll be back. I promise you, Windwhisper." He could say no more, too overcome by fear and sadness, his throat tightened into silence.

Windwhisper nodded, the hint of a sad smile in his eyes. "I will tell your sister. But now I must fly! Spies fill this land, and the skies need my eyes."

The hawk took off, soared over the palm trees, and disappeared into the distance. Silence fell, and the only sounds were the waves lapping the sand, the seashells chinking, and the breeze rustling the palm trees. Cade suddenly felt very alone, more alone than he had ever been. This place is beautiful, one of our favorite places, but now I feel so scared here. The fear lay at the bottom of his stomach, aching and tingling. He remembered the Crunge, their beast of haunting; it could be anywhere here, or a million other creatures of Nightmare. Cade lowered his head. Our haven. Dying.

A small voice, barely heard, spoke into his left ear. "I'm glad Windwhisper is gone. I'm not sure I can trust birds of prey anymore. They eat mice."

Cade started and turned around. Nobody was there.

"Who said that?" he asked shakily. Could Nightmare's spies be here already?

"Here, dear brother. On your shoulder."

Cade picked a soft brown mouse off his shoulder. He narrowed his eyes, gasping. "Tash? Is that you?"

The mouse nodded, whiskers twitching. "Your very own twin, in mousy form." She shrugged. "I wasn't sure Windwhisper would like me here, so I came in disguise. Remember what Windwhisper said when he first showed us Dream? We can be anything here, gods or animals, so, well... here I am, a little mouse, to help you on your quest. You need me to help you, Talon."

Cade shook his head with a smile. "A mouse of all creatures, Tash?" He placed his sister back on his shoulder. He couldn't help but laugh, as crazy and terrifying as things were. "It was worth coming here just to see you with fur and a tail." 

Cade took a deep breath, taking in the scent of seawater and sand and palm trees, and faintly beneath them the smell of seaweed. It was a healthy smell. A smell of goodness. Dream. He held the compass, its emeralds and garnets twinkling in the sun. It pointed north along the shore.

"Phobetor is that way," he said. "We should start walking. Windwhisper seemed anxious about time pressing." Cade paused, then turned his head to look at Tasha, who sat perched on his shoulder. He smiled. "I'm glad you came along, Tash."

Tasha shrugged again. "You need me to look after you. You really thought I'd let you save Dream without me? Windwhisper might think I'm too messed up to help, but he doesn't know me. Remember, Cade, Dream is our special place. And we're going to save it together."

Cade took a determined breath. "Well, Tash... even a quest of ten thousand miles begins with one step. Let's take that first step."

* * * * *

Cade spent the morning walking along Seashell Shore, following the compass. On the way, he collected some of the seashells--a few Alphabet Cones with smooth piebald surfaces, some purple Rose Petals, Jingles that shone like diamonds in the sun, and handfuls of others he could not name. Tasha found herself a Horse Conch large enough that she could fit into. She made Cade carry it. "It can be a home to me," she explained.

After pausing for a lunch of coconuts, they continued walking along the shore, the seashells and water glimmering. Gradually, mossy stones began to litter the shore, cradling pools of water. Colorful fish and crabs lived in the pools, and salt coated the edges of stones like sea-swept margaritas. At one point, looking west to the hills, Cade thought he glimpsed a deer or elk standing upon a boulder, watching them... but when he narrowed his eyes to take another look, the animal was gone.

The land was beautiful, but Cade could not enjoy it, not when journeying toward Nightmare. Once we reach Nightmare, what will we do? The compass would guide him toward Phobetor, but when facing the God of Nightmare, would he even live long enough to use the bottle? Touch this bottle to Phobetor, and he will be imprisoned, Windwhisper had said. Easier said than done, Cade thought and shivered. He looked at his sister, who sat on his shoulder, and knew that he could not let her down, could not let Dream die, for her sake if for no other reason. Dream is the only thing that brings her peace.

In the afternoon, the jeweled compass finally pointed away from the beach. "Time for some change of scenery," Cade said as he walked toward the palm trees, leaving the water behind. He walked between the palms until earth replaced sand, and the land became hilly. Twisted pines, mint bushes, and oaks sprouted among boulders, ant nests, and patches of cyclamens. When Cade crested the higher hills, he could see the sea behind. Patches of green and dark blue lay like watercolor stains upon the water, and white clouds hovered over the horizon.

Finally, in late afternoon, Cade reached a canyon.

The canyon gaped fifty feet wide. Firs grew along its edges, tilting over the crack in the earth. The canyon seemed bottomless. Cade dropped a heavy stone into it. The stone disappeared without a sound.

"The compass points across the canyon," he said, gazing into the darkness below. "Somehow we have to cross. Tash, can you climb onto that tree and see how long the canyon is?"

Tasha scurried up the tallest pine, then returned a moment later. "It stretches into the horizons on both sides. I could see no end to it. But there's a bridge about a mile that way. I saw something standing on the bridge. I'm not sure if it's a friend or foe. It's too far to see."

Cade tucked the compass back into his shirt. "We'll find out soon."

He walked between the oaks and pines along the edge of the canyon. The depth made him dizzy. A mile along the canyon, they came to the bridge Tasha had scouted. It was a simple rope bridge, merely slats of wood set between two ropes.

In the middle of the bridge stood the Crunge.













Chapter Five

Feesrog









Cade recognized the monster at once. The same creature that had attacked them that day, the last time they visited Dream, it stood eight feet tall, covered with oily brown fur. Its three eyes, red and cruel, stared at him mockingly. Its fangs and claws glinted.

A creature from Nightmare.

The Crunge smiled toothily. Spit dripped down its fangs. Cade tightened his lips and prepared to flee, but the monster did not move, only stared, eyes narrowed, the wolflike smile stretched across its maw. Its stench, like rotting fruit and dirty fur, wafted across the canyon. Our beast of haunting.

"Hello again, Talon," the Crunge said, voice gravelly. "Where is your sister? I miss her, Talon. I do miss my sweet goddess Sunflower." The creature licked its chops, its tongue long and thick as a human arm. Gobs of its spit landed against the bridge, burning holes into the wood. "Will you tell her to come visit me?"

Struggling against the fear and disgust that spun his head, Cade clutched the bottle in his pocket. "Don't be afraid," he whispered to Tasha. "He's been ordered to guard the bridge, I think. He won't move." Indeed the Crunge stood still, grinning lecherously.

"We'll have to find another way," Tasha whispered back, voice trembling. "Maybe if we walk far enough, we'll find another bridge."

Cade shook his head, unable to tear his eyes away from the creature's dripping maw and flicking tongue. "You hadn't seen one for miles, and we're pressed for time. Remember what Windwhisper said?"

The Crunge's smile widened, revealing more rows of teeth, like the teeth of a shark. "What are you whispering, Talon? Come and whisper to me. Your sister might be sweeter, but I find you sweet too. Do you like me too, sweet Talon?" Its voice was so guttural and mean, trees wilted alongside the canyon and fell, gray and shriveled, into the darkness. The sunlight itself dimmed as if cowed by the evil of the Crunge. "Yes, Talon. We can have some fun before my master destroys Dream."

Disgust rose in Cade. The creature's stench was so horrid, he held a hand to his mouth and nearly gagged. For a moment he could only force himself to breathe and fight down his nausea.

"We'll have to find another way across," Tasha said, trembling.

The Crunge took a step along the bridge, moving closer to them. "Do you not find me sweet too, Talon?" it said, wagging its dripping tongue. "Come to me, Talon. Do not be a coward. I know you hurt. I know you still cry for the death of your parents. I have seen you, Talon, sipping your beer on the balcony, lying in bed at night, staring hopelessly at the ceiling. I have looked into your mind and seen your pain." Its grin widened, mocking. "Let me comfort you now, before my master tears you apart, limb from limb, just like the bombs tore your parents."

Cade looked at his sister, just a tiny mouse now, sitting on his shoulder. "No," he whispered, tightening his lips, narrowing his eyes. His fists clenched at his sides. He remembered that day the Crunge attacked them, how Tasha spent the night crying, how his own anguish swelled to see his sister's grief. "No, we're not going to run."

She nodded. He knew what she was thinking. They had to face him.

He stared at the Crunge between narrowed eyes, then whispered to Tasha. "Remember how you let my pet hamster loose once at home, and it nibbled through the rope holding the flower pots and they crashed to the floor?"

"Uh... yeah, sorry about that," Tasha said. "It also chewed through your jacket. You know how it loves chewing things."

"I know. And now you're a rodent too, with teeth just as sharp. See how the bridge is tied to our side of the canyon? Chew those ropes, leaving just a few lose strands so the bridge holds. I'll step onto the bridge. When I give the signal, join me, then bite the ropes so they snap."

Tasha looked at him suspiciously. "We'll fall to our deaths."

Cade shook his head. "Not us. We're going to hold on."

Tasha nodded and shivered, then began chewing the ropes, so small and silent the Crunge did not notice. Once the ropes were weakened, Cade filled his hands with dirt, said a silent prayer, and stepped onto the bridge.

"Yes, Talon. Come to me." The Crunge outreached its claws.

The bridge held beneath Cade, swinging, the wooden slats creaking. The bottomless canyon gaped beneath him, and Cade's head spun. I must be crazy, he thought. But he didn't care. Life is so crazy lately, I fit right in.

The monster who had terrorized them for so long stood before him, roaring, the lecherous grin never leaving its face. It came lolloping toward Cade, claws outstretched, the bridge swinging madly. Its stench filled Cade's nostrils, whirling his stomach and bringing tears to his eyes. "I will enjoy your raw flesh," it growled.

Heart hammering, Cade waited until the monster was close. Then he tossed the dirt into its face, blinding it. The Crunge brought its hands to its eyes.

"Now, Tash!"

Tasha bit in a fury, severed one rope, hopped to the second rope, and bit again.

With a creaking shower of dust and splinters, the bridge collapsed.

Cade and Tasha clutched the ropes, hanging on tightly, swinging across the pit. They slammed against the far side of the canyon, hitting the chalk wall with a thud. The Crunge, still rubbing its eyes, tumbled over Cade into the canyon. Its howls were lost in the depths.

Hearts thrashing, Cade and Tasha climbed the hanging rope bridge onto the far side of the canyon. Cade lay, face against the dirt, breathing heavily, heart hammering. We won't be dreaming of that guy anymore. He tried to raise his head to look at his sister, but felt too weak. He trembled. He heard Tasha let out a shaky sob. The Crunge. Gone. It felt like peeling off a lingering scab.

"You okay, Tash?" he said when he could speak again.

"I think I chewed my teeth down to the gums," she replied. Though she trembled and sobbed, Cade recognized something in his sister's voice. Excitement. She had not sounded this alive in a long time, not even during their nightly trips to Dream, when her happiness hid buried anguish.

Cade rolled onto his back. The stench, fangs, and mocking voice still filled his mind. The Crunge was gone, but who knew how many more horrors lay on the way to Nightmare?

* * * * *

Walking away from the bridge, they came upon a bowl of earth dug under a face of overhanging rock. Bones of deer, rabbits, and wild boars lay there, teeth marks covering them. The carcass of a half-eaten deer sat in the grass. Bits of fur and drool covered the place.

"The Crunge's lair," Cade said.

"Look, Cade," Tasha said, whiskers twitching. "What's that glinting?"

Cade saw the glint between the bones and dirt. He stepped toward it, leaned down, and lifted a golden crown encrusted with gemstones. Inside each red gem burned a tiny flame, dancing. It looked worth a fortune. Back home, Cade could sell it for thousands of dollars.

"This is a beautiful thing," he said. "It must have belonged to the Crunge." He strung the crown through his belt.

He stepped away from the canyon back into the forest, and for a long time he walked in silence, Tasha on his shoulder. They walked through the hilly woods. Maples and birches rustled and anemones speckled the grassy earth. Sunbeams broke through the trees' canopy, casting dapples of light. Boulders stood large and mossy. Cade found a stream full of smooth stones that glowed with inner light. He walked along it between overhanging alders.

Mushrooms grew as large as barstools, and Cade spotted sparrows and squirrels feeding upon them. The twins added the mushrooms to their diet of coconuts and wild apples. They also found pine nuts and strawberries, which Cade stored in his pockets. They drank from rivulets that ran between the boulders, trickling and splashing upon leaves and stones.

Cade thought back to his life in the world, his apartment, his job, the subway, the cemetery, the city that stretched gray and smoggy around him. He shut his eyes as he walked. Tasha and I fled to a new country, fled the wars, but did we find peace? Only in Dream. Only in our place. Cade lowered his head. It seemed all he did was flee, but not this time. Cade tightened his lips. This time I walk into the darkness, and let me face it. For Dream. For Tasha. It's the only way to make everything good again.

He looked at Tasha, who sat perched on his shoulder. She looked back, eyes sad. He knew she was remembering that day, that day worse than any other, that day she relived every day. Cade looked at his hands, the hands of Talon, unscarred, no shrapnel inside them. Yet the memories whispered even here, in Dream.

He smiled at his twin. It'll be okay, he thought. He did not need to say anything. She knew what he was thinking, as she so often did, and she forced herself to smile back.

When twilight fell, Cade saw a glow ahead between the trees, and he heard a song as from harps. He stepped toward the light and sound, parted bushes and branches, and gasped.

Strange creatures moved ahead, glowing soft blue. They stood ten feet tall, all limbs and digits woven of light, like luminous stick insects or tangles of fiber optic cables. With long fingers of many joints, they collected mist from the air and earth, wove it into glowing orbs, and sent their creations to float into the sky. Inside those orbs, Cade saw visions of Dream--rolling hills, flowery meadows, shaded forests.

"They're weaving dreams for humans back on Earth," Tasha whispered, watching from Cade's shoulder. "They are dreamloomers. Here is where dreams must come from."

Cade nodded. "Look at that one." He pointed.

One dreamloomer stood by the smoking footprints of the Crunge. As the dreamloomer collected strands of dream, a dark wisp of smoke rose from the footprints, invaded the orb, and entered the woven dream. The dreamloomer released the orb, and it floated into the sky, tainted.

"That one has a nightmare in it," Cade said. "I reckon that as monsters crawl this land, more humans back on Earth will have nightmares among their good dreams."

Tasha shuddered. "Windwhisper was right. If Dream falls, there will be nothing but nightmares for these creatures to weave."

With a shiver, they kept walking, leaving the dreamloomers to hum and move and craft their dreams. For a long time Cade and Tasha walked in silence. As evening fell, they climbed to a hilltop above a valley and lake. Cade could see no end to the forest; it rolled into the western horizon, shrouded in mist. Behind him, to the east, he could spot the canyon, only a thin line between the trees. Seashell Shore was already too far to see. He looked into the valley. Deer herded along the shores of the lake, and the hills on the far side sported facades of chalk, golden in the sunset.

"We've traveled for so long and seen no people," Cade said. "I wonder if all of Dream is like this, simply rolling hills and forests." They had never walked this much when visiting Dream in their sleep. Were there no towns here? No people? There must be some if a bridge was built.

They found a patch of soft grass overlooking the valley, and lay down for the night beneath the branches of a maple. Soon the stars shone, and a purple moon glowed between the treetops. Crickets chirped and the air smelled of leaves and sap. Instead of using her shell, Tasha curled up on Cade's chest. "The shell is a bit cold to sleep in," she explained, but Cade thought it had more to do with the Crunge. The monster had unnerved them both.

Cade heard a soft sound like an ethereal flute, and glimpsed feathery purple light trailing past the valley.

"Look, Tash!"

Wisps of colored light, shaped as dragons, glided above the lake below, yellow, green, red, and blue. The beings of light had long bodies and flowing tails like lazy comets, and their eyes shone like stars. They looked like living fireworks. The lightdragons sang in flowing, mournful voices like whale songs. Cade and Tasha listened in wonder.



In the land whence dreams come

there walked an elk

through the forests and plains

over the mountains and waterfalls

nibbling on the clover and grass

Long before all gods and animals

long before men lived on Earth

and dreams filled their sleep

he named himself Yor

Yor the elk, King of Dream

first and greatest of its gods

of infinite wisdom

of downy antlers

He had no memory of his birth

or creation

He remembered being young

sprouting like the trees in Autumn Forest

his antlers growing

like boughs reaching toward sunlight

He made himself a home in Dream

past Hidden Valley Ridge

at the end of a stony path

that winds through cliffs of chalk and pine

There upon the Birthstone he established his dwelling

and watched the land

Yor

King of Dream

Lord of Eloria



"What are they singing about?" Tasha asked.

"I don't know," Cade said. The lightdragons glittered over the lake, painting its surface with colored light beads. "I don't know why, but it sounds ancient and... holy. Like a psalm."

The dragons glided over the water, coiling and soaring and gliding again, as if they were dancing.



For many eras the elk wandered

admiring the seashores and mountains

his kingdom

until he came upon Caterpillar Meadow

Sunlight fell upon Yor's antlers there

and lit his heart

and he shed tears for the beauty he beheld

He fed upon the bindweed and milkweed

and lay upon carpets of goldenrod and bluebells

Chubby caterpillars of parti-colored stripes

crawled over the leaves and blossoms

eating

never resting

competing with ladybugs to see

who can consume more

as the flowers and leaves kept growing

There, in Caterpillar Meadow

as Yor rested

sunlight fell upon the flowers

and a sylvan was born of light and petals

and she was named Alandria

Yor beheld her beauty

and made her his wife amid the flowers



Tasha yawned. "The song is beautiful and makes me sleepy. I'll rest now."

The mouse curled up, shut her eyes, and began to breathe deeply. Cade lay awake only a moment more, then fell into slumber with the dragonsong playing.



Alandria, Queen of Dream!

How poets have praised thy name

A faery woman of the woods

luminous

crowned by a halo of fireflies

a wanderer through the forests of Eloria

Yor, King of Dream!

May your wife be forever blessed

In the land whence dreams come

Yor the elk and Alandria the sylvan

ruled with wisdom

sending dreams into the minds of sleepers

sending beauty into the world

* * * * *

Deep underground, he lay moaning, bones shattered.

The Crunge, they call me, he thought, hatred burning inside him. Laughter bubbled toward his mouth, seeping blood. The Crunge! Feesrog liked the name. He liked these two humans.

It was dark here at the bottom of the canyon, miles underground, dark and silent, the only sound his moaning, his only companion the pain. Feesrog tried to move, to rise to his feet, then howled in agony. His bones creaked and cracked, and blood soaked his fur. The pain turned the darkness white, blinding white that covered everything. Feesrog fell back, more pain exploding, and for a moment he passed out.

When he came to, he was panting in fear and memory. He had not hurt so viciously in a long time, in hundreds of years. He remembered, suddenly, the last time such pain had filled him--a memory he never thought would resurface. How many centuries ago was it, that he, Feesrog, had been a mere human like these Cade and Tasha? It was ages beyond thought.

"He had captured me," Feesrog whispered, blood in his mouth. He. The God of Nightmare. The Great One had broken him then, breaking and rebuilding, twisting and remolding, making him larger, stronger. They had placed the hunger in his belly, the hunger for raw flesh, and the hatred of Dream. With hammers and wrenches, they had broken him into this... what was the word the humans used? The Crunge. Yes. A good name for an Incubus. A good name.

Feesrog clutched the walls, screaming through the pain, his claws digging into the stone. He forced himself onto his feet. He remembered, too, his wife, his love, from before his days of fur and fang. He no longer knew her name, but he remembered her pale skin, her long black hair, her dark eyes. She had looked like Tasha. She had looked just like his sweet goddess Sunflower.

"Oh, sweet Cade," the monster hissed. "Oh, sweet Tasha. It is a long climb, yes, sweetlings. A long climb. But my arms are long too."

He would not let his lord down. He would find them again. Blood trickling, the Crunge began to climb.













Chapter Six

Galgev, the Fox God









He had been seventeen years old, in a faraway country. A simpler world? Perhaps, Cade thought. Perhaps. For a while.

"Let's go to the market, Cade, Tasha," Father had said. "We'll pick up some fresh bread and strawberries for the weekend."

The watchmaker wore a long white mustache, though his eyebrows were still thick and black. He fixed watches of gold and diamonds every day, some worth more than he earned in a year, and he himself didn't even wear a watch; his only jewelry was his wedding band, thin gold engraved with Mother's name.

"Tash!" Cade called. "Get your butt over here, we're going to the market."

"Not today!" she cried from her bedroom. "I'm painting."

Mother shrugged and smiled. "You know how she is when she gets her muse." She looked at the paintings of clouds, mountains, and fields of flowers that hung framed from their home walls. The talented twin, Cade thought with just a touch of bitterness. Sometimes she thinks she's all that. Let her stay and paint then.

Cade took a deep breath. But that was a long time ago, in a distant place. He looked around him, at the landscapes of Dream, strangely similar to the paintings Tasha would paint in those days. Dream. This is where I am now. Let that memory remain buried. I don't need it.

He looked at Tasha, just a small mouse now, who sat on his shoulder. She twitched her whiskers at him. "Don't look at me, bro. Watch your step or you'll fall on your butt."

He kept walking, climbing down pebbly slopes, stepping over fallen pines. The lightdragons had vanished with dawn, and the lake lay clear and silent below. Insects scurried away from logs and stones which Cade's feet overturned, and birds fluttered in the bushes. In the valley, poppies grew from the grass and oats swayed. Groundhog holes littered the earth. Soon Cade reached the lake and washed off the dirt and sweat of the journey. The clear water filled him with vigor. Orange, red, and purple fish swam around him, nibbling at his legs.

Once, I could forget the world and all its troubles in a place like this, Cade thought. But not today. Today all the beauty and wonder of Dream could not soothe him, not after seeing the monster on the bridge, after seeing that image of Nightmare in Windwhisper's eyes. Cade closed his eyes, but saw only the fire and terrors, heard the screams, smelled the stench of burning flesh. Nightmare. The water felt cold, and even when he looked to the clear skies where birds of paradise soared, he shivered.

While Cade bathed, Tasha found a family of field mice and talked to them in hushed tones. "They are scared," she reported when Cade emerged from the lake. "Yesterday morning, stinking red snakes, creatures they'd never seen here, crawled across the valley. The snakes ate three mice." Tasha shuddered. "I hate snakes, especially now that I'm a mouse."

The compass pointed away from the valley to the western hills, where the pines gradually gave way to elms and birches. Dry leaves, ferns, and fallen branches covered the earth. The leafy canopy trapped wisps of mist and shadowed their journey. Beams of light broke through here and there, dappling the boles and forest floor. From time to time, Cade glimpsed coyotes peek from behind mossy boulders or fallen logs, their amber eyes sparkling. Robins flew from bough to bough, and glowing blue dragonflies glided around Cade as he walked, leaving wakes of golden powder in the air. How many miles have I walked already? His calves felt knotty.

"You're lucky you get to ride on my shoulder," he told Tasha. "I'm going to need new feet by the time this quest is over."

In the afternoon, the jeweled compass led them across sheets of stone and large boulders, the size of trucks, that jutted from the earth like tombstones for gods. Fewer trees grew here, and Cade felt grateful to travel in full sunlight again, even if progress was slow. At some places, he needed to use his hands for support on smooth slopes, moving on all fours.

He was crawling across a bulging boulder coated with ivy when Tasha, riding on Cade's shoulder, whispered, "Look! To the north."

Cade turned and saw, three hundred yards away, a great elk standing upon a cliff. It seemed as large as a horse, and its antlers grew like the roots of trees. The stag regarded them, and Cade felt awe, terror, and love pierce him. There was something omnipotent about the elk, powerful and omnibenevolent. Not knowing why, Cade dropped to one knee.

The elk regarded them for a moment longer, then walked away, disappearing into the trees.

"What do you make of him, Cade?" Tasha asked. "I don't know why, but he scared me. Not scared in a bad way, to be clear, but in a good way, if that makes sense. Almost as if he were so powerful and great, he made me feel even smaller than usual."

"Didn't the dragons sing of an elk?" Cade asked. "He's of some importance here, I'll bet. I think I glimpsed him on our first day here too. I wonder why he didn't approach."

Tasha shivered. "I'm glad he didn't. He seemed to me almost like some solemn father around whom children dare not squeak or play. I'll be just as happy if we never see him again."

They did not see the elk again that day, but at night, as they lay down to sleep on soft grass, Cade dreamed of the stag standing upon a cliff, antlers raised, eyes watching.

* * * * *

In the morning, they walked among mossy maples and boulders. Lichen hung from the branches like curtains, elfcups jutted from the tree trunks, and fallen trees littered the ground, coated with toadstools and cobwebs. Tiny faeries with butterfly wings cavorted among the trunks and toadstools, but fled and hid whenever Cade moved close. They laughed from behind branches and never let him gaze at them for too long. He only caught glimpses of them from the corner of his eyes. Here and there, he spotted structures the faeries must have built--circles of stone, piles of twigs, or intricate hangings woven of leaf and grass.

Cade reached under his shirt and caressed the compass that hung around his neck, thinking of home. How much longer will this journey take? How large is Dream? Thank God Tasha came along; I'd have gone crazy with loneliness without her. He patted the mouse's fur.

"Hey, Cade, what's that?" Tasha said, pointing ahead.

Cade looked between the mossy trees. Ahead he saw a stone wall hewn of rough gray bricks, overlaid with flowers and coated with vines. An arched gateway broke the wall, abloom with flowers, statues of foxes guarding it.

"Since the bridge, this is our first sign of civilization," he said.

"It smells wonderful," Tasha said. "I can smell a hundred types of flowers."

Cade stepped through the gateway and found himself in a sprawling garden. Statues of faeries and animals stood amid mossy rocks, overgrown with roses. Mottles of sunlight fell upon patches of daisies, forget-me-nots, jasmines, and a hundred other flowers Cade could not name. Urns and barrels full of more flowers lay strewn about, and stone fountains sprouted streams of water. Rivulets ran across the garden, gurgling and splashing in tiny waterfalls. This was not a meticulous garden, where flowers stood ordered like soldiers amid shortly-hewn grass; it was a wild garden where things grew untamed and random.

Cade wandered the garden in wonder, eyes wide. He had never seen a more beautiful sanctuary. It was then that he saw the gardener.

The man had his back facing them, clad in a cloak and hood. He was kneeling by a patch of goldenrods, patting the earth, sunlight falling around him. As he sang softly to the flowers, they grew and bloomed as if coaxed merely by his voice.

"Hey, Mister!" Tasha called. "Got any apples growing in this garden of yours?"

The man turned around, and Cade saw that he was not a man at all. His body was that of a man, but his head was the head of a fox, tawny and furred with soft brown eyes.

"Hello, Tasha," the gardener said. "Hello, Cade. Welcome to the Enchanted Garden. I am Galgev."

* * * * *

An hour later, Cade was seated in a plush sofa inside Galgev's home, resting his feet on a footstool. He held a horn of sweet wine, while on the table before him lay a steaming bowl of barley soup, loaves of bread, piles of vegetables, spicy potato wedges, and bowls of sour cream. Tasha sat on his shoulder, nibbling a Golden Delicious apple from Galgev's pantry. It's always been the only kind of apple she'd eat, Cade remembered.

The home was small, merely a burrow carved into a hillside and hidden by a curtain of roots and vines. And yet it was cozy, with rugs covering the floors and candles burning in iron sconces. Windows broke the earthen walls, letting in streams of sunlight. The floor was made of rings of wood set side by side, clay filling the spaces in between. Shelves covered the walls. Dream catchers, geodes, flutes, seashells, and a hundred other curiosities covered the shelves alongside leather-bound books in a language Cade did not recognize.

Galgev, the man with the fox head, sat under a window, gazing at Cade with a smile. He ate little, only nibbling some grapes, while Cade and Tasha stuffed themselves as if they had not eaten for a year. Cade slowly felt strength refill him. Hiking for days through the wilderness, living on mushrooms and apples and nuts, had tired him.

"This is the best meal I've had in a long time," he said. "It's been a long journey."

Galgev refilled Cade's horn. The chilly wine tasted like raspberries and honey. "And there is much yet to walk. Dream is a large land. Windwhisper forgets how large it can be for those with no wings and merely two legs to walk on." Galgev smiled.

"So you know the hawk," Cade said.

Galgev nodded. "I have known him all his life. He visited here just before flying to Earth to find you." Galgev smiled again. "We have kept your quest secret from Phobetor, but there are some friends here who know... and are helping as best they can, even if you're unaware of them."

With soft thunder, it began to rain. The rain pattered against the leaves, roof, and ground. As he listened to the pattering of rain on the forest, Cade gradually became aware of a soft music coming from outside. It sounded like soft pipes, wind chimes, and pianos, yet organic. It seemed to come from all directions, as if the entire forest sang. It sounded like soft glowing light. Cade had never imagined soft glowing light could have a sound until now.

Galgev looked to the window. "The trees and faeries are singing. They sing when they drink."

Cade looked over Galgev's shoulder at a statue of an elk, carved in cherry wood, which stood upon a shelf. The statue almost seemed to stare back.

"I saw a great elk in the forest," he said, gazing into the statue's ruby eyes. "And I heard lightdragons singing about him."

"It is the Dreamsong you heard," Galgev said softly. "Tam, the god of music, wrote it. You heard but a small part, the part of Yor. You're lucky to have seen the elk. Few have, even those who've lived in Dream for many ages."

Cade took a bite from a loaf of grainy bread and chewed thoughtfully. "Have you met him?"

Galgev smiled. "Yes. I have met him." The man with the fox head looked at the rain pattering outside the window and began to sing softly, his voice earthy and deep like wells of pure water. Cade recognized the tune the dragons sang, the music of the Dreamsong.



Yor created a guardsman for his daughter

a teacher and companion for Princess Niv

Yor, the Father Elk, shaped a god of Dream

granting him the body of a man

the head of a fox

Galgev, he named him

Galgev, protector of Niv

the god of loyalty

He granted him the Enchanted Garden to be his home

A gate abloom with flowers leads into the Garden

where every known flower blossoms

where fountains and statues live coated with petals

dappled in sunlight

and birds fly

Here, in the Enchanted Garden, did Galgev live

and teach Niv his princess

and praise Yor's name in the sunlight



Suddenly Galgev fell silent. He tensed and leaned toward the window, his ears cocking, his nose sniffing. Tasha was doing the same, whiskers twitching.

"What is it?" Cade whispered.

"Evil," Tasha replied, sniffing. "The garden stinks with it."

Cade felt fear wash over him. Beyond the patter of rain and singing trees, he thought he could hear something outside, sniffing and grunting and padding through the garden. Suddenly, out the window, he glimpsed a black figure covered with spikes and hooks, its fangs and horns long and cruel, its eyes red. It did not see him.

"Did you see that, Tash?" he whispered.

Galgev hushed them. "Do not move! Do not speak."

The fox god pushed himself away from the window, so as not to be seen. Cade did the same, pressing himself against a bookshelf out of sight. He stood, heart hammering, Tasha on his shoulder. The music of the trees died. He could hear the demon's snorts, could feel the heat from its body. It was close now. He could hear it scratching against the walls, hissing. Cade clutched a heavy geode on the shelf.

Finally the demon moved on. He could hear it retreating, and Galgev breathed a sigh of relief. Cade let go of the stone.

"What was that thing?" he demanded. It had seemed more powerful and evil than even the Crunge. It had radiated horror and malice.

"He is called the Silent Man." Galgev sighed. "He is a scout and spy, and one of the six Incubi, dark knights of Nightmare. I don't think he saw us, but he saw the house. I must alert Yor. We must capture the demon before he returns to Phobetor. Go now. You cannot stay the night. This place is no longer safe."

Galgev stepped into another chamber and emerged a moment later carrying a pile of clothes. "These will be more suitable for your journey." He placed the clothes into Cade's arms. Cade saw a dark green cloak and hood, soft yet sturdy boots, warm pants, a woolen tunic, and a backpack.

"They are enchanted and will never tear," Galgev said. "They will remain sturdy, fresh, and warm forever. Now go. Seek Tam, the god of music, who wrote the Dreamsong. He lives in the Crystal Caves. Ask him to mold you a Dreamblade."

Cade wanted to ask where the Crystal Caves were, but Galgev sprang into the garden and disappeared into the woods, following the demon's trail.

Cade remained, holding the clothes, Tasha on his shoulder.

"I'm scared," the mouse said and buried her face against Cade's neck.

Me too, Cade thought, gazing out into the garden, still seeing the demon in his mind. Dark knights of Nightmare. He shuddered.













Chapter Seven

Harmony and Starlight









Tasha wished she could have slept in Galgev's home, in a real bed with walls surrounding her. But she did not relish the thought of sleeping in a home Phobetor had scouted, and Galgev's warning lingered in her mind. She rode on Cade's shoulder as he walked across the Enchanted Garden, past its fountains, statues, and urns of flowers. They finally reached the far side and reentered the forest. The demon tracks lay across the land, smoking and stinking.

I never knew mice had such a strong sense of smell, she thought. Since she had become a mouse, smells filled her world, both the sweet scents of Dream and the stench of evil.

"So how do we find these Crystal Caves?" she asked as they walked between oaks and birches with rustling leaves. Twigs and acorns crunched beneath Cade's feet.

They asked several birds about the caves, but the birds could only say, "Good morning!" or, "Tasty seeds for lunch!" and one kept repeating, "Berries and twigs and sunlight to you."

"Birdbrains!" Tasha said with disgust. "Even in Dream they're stupid. All besides Windwhisper, that is."

Cade pointed northwest. "See that tall hill? It's almost a mountain. You can probably see for miles from there. Let's climb."

They spent several hours walking toward the mountain. They reached the foot of the mountain at nightfall and curled up in the cloak.

"This cloak is soft as a bed," Cade said, kicking off the boots Galgev had given him.

Tasha built herself a nest of leaves and grass inside her seashell. "I'm going to make this shell cozy like a bed too," she said. She paused, looked up at her brother, and suddenly felt tears in her eyes. She suddenly loved Cade so much. "I'm glad I came with you, Cade," she said. "I'm glad to be in Dream, even if it's dangerous and haunted, even if I had to come as a mouse. It'll always be our special place, Cade, and I'm happy here. I'm happy that we can do something to save it." Without waiting for his reply, she snuck into her shell.

She lay in the darkness, the leaves and grass soft around her. She wished she could stay like this forever, a tiny mouse, hidden in her shell, hidden here in Dream. If she stayed here forever, she would be happy. Nightmare, she thought with a shiver. If there was anything she feared more than returning to Earth, it was entering that horrible land. But Cade will be with me, she thought. We'll do it together. For Dream. Our place. Weariness overcame her, and she fell asleep, the crickets chirping outside.

In the morning, after a breakfast of berries and nuts, they began climbing the mountain. Scree and bushes covered the slopes, at times giving way to sheets of naked stone. Rowan and beech trees covered the mountainside, growing over cascading streams. Tubeflowers and Silver Queen shrubs grew between fallen branches and logs. The hill was steep and fallen logs hindered Cade's step.

"If Nightmare has any spies around, we'll be clear in the open up here," Tasha warned.

Cade nodded. "I'll stay beneath this maple. Why don't you climb that boulder and tell me what you see?" He pointed at a jagged boulder which rose into sunlight, perched like a sentinel on the hill's crest.

Tasha scurried up the boulder, then returned a few moments later. "No caves that I can see," she said. "About ten miles southeast there seems to be a waterfall. Animals smarter than birds might come there to drink. Maybe we'll find someone who knows of this Tam."

"Sounds like a plan," Cade said. "But first let's rest. Galgev's food gave me lots of energy, but it's gone now."

They found strawberry bushes on the northern, sunny side of the hill. They ate many and packed more in the backpack Galgev had given them. Not far from the strawberries ran a stream where they drank and washed. In the afternoon they began descending the hill, moving toward the waterfall.

"It's in the general direction of Phobetor," Cade said, checking his compass.

Tasha shuddered. "Don't speak that name out loud. It gives me shivers. I didn't care much for his creatures here, and I hate to think what more he has in store for us."

They hiked down the mountain for several hours, then alongside a stream which ran through a forest of maples. The trees rustled, casting dapples of light upon the ground. The leaves here seemed brighter green, like leaves of spring, and the air clearer. They were weary, but wanted to reach the waterfall by night.

The sun had set, and the moon risen, when they finally heard water crashing ahead, felt a mist against them, and stepped around a copse of birch to find themselves on an outreaching shelf of stone. Standing between overhanging trees and vines, they gazed down into a bowl of mist. Ahead fell the waterfall, glistening in the moonlight between chalk walls bedecked with vines and trees.

The waterfall was tall and thin, singing gently, feeding a clear pool. The spray wet their faces, scented of leaves. Glowing damselflies and fireflies hovered over the pool, dancing, and the water itself seemed to glow with them.

"I see nobody here," Cade said.

"Aside from the creatures hovering over the water, and I've yet to see insects speak here," Tasha agreed. "But look. Just by the waterfall there's a cave. Let's check it out."

"Okay. I wonder if these are the Crystal Caves."

"Let's investigate."

Moving slowly in the moonlight, they climbed down to the pool below. Mist hovered around them between the trees. Walking alongside the pool, they saw that gems covered its floor. It's like a wishing well, Tasha thought, but instead of pennies on the bottom, there are emeralds and topazes and amethysts.

By the waterfall, they climbed up to the cave and peered inside. They could see a golden light, and when she scurried in, Tasha found piles of gold coins. Atop the coins, Tasha found shed fur--some white, some black.

"I can smell something," she said, twitching her whiskers. "An animal or two lives here, or did until recently. I don't like the smell. They smell like cats." She thought for a moment. "I can't say that I've ever smelled a cat before, but it seems mice can recognize the scent."

Cade yawned and stretched. "Does it smell like Nightmare monsters?" he asked.

"Well, not as such. But all cats are monsters to me, now that I'm a mouse."

Cade spread the coat under him. "It's started to rain again. This cave is good shelter. Let's sleep. If it doesn't smell like Nightmare, I'm happy. I don't think anything native to Dream is harmful."

He lay down, kicked off his boots, and yawned. Tasha snuck into Cade's cloak, and with the rain pattering outside and the trees humming their ethereal tunes, they fell asleep.

* * * * *

In the morning, Cade woke up to find two strange animals cuddled up against him. They looked like cats, but had butterfly wings. One cat had midnight black fur strewn with white sparkles like stars. Her wings were silvery. The second cat had ivory fur and golden wings. Strawberries smeared the mouths of both animals, and Cade noticed that his backpack lay open, the strawberries consumed.

Cade sat up. The winged cats stirred but did not wake.

"Ack, cats!" Tasha called, waking from sleep. She leapt into Cade's collar. "Kick them away, Cade. Get rid of them!"

Tasha's shrieks woke the winged cats. They opened their eyes, blinked several times, and stretched. Lazily, they rose to their paws.

"Your shirt is talking," said the white one.

"It's actually my sister," Cade said, admiring the winged cats. Both were beautiful, with bright eyes and thick fur. Their butterfly wings glimmered. "She only recently became a mouse, and is still a little shy." Only in Dream, he thought, can you say something like this and still seem normal.

The black winged cat spoke loudly, "We are not cats, lady mouse! We are pegacats." The animal outstretched her butterfly wings and hovered into the air. The sparkles on her black fur shone like stars across a midnight sky.

Tasha's voice came from inside Cade's shirt. "Do you eat mice?"

The black pegacat licked her paw. "Only if they displease us. My name is Starlight. May I see your face?"

Tasha climbed to Cade's collar and peeked out. Starlight smiled at her.

"And I'm Harmony!" said the white pegacat, flying up to hover near Tasha. Harmony had a higher voice than Starlight and a lighter bounce to her movements.

"Are you gods of Dream?" Cade asked.

"Yor created us when Niv was a child, so that we could be her pets. He gave us the waterfall as our home. In fact...." Harmony puffed her fur. "You have invaded our bedroom! How rude of you. But we forgave you, when we saw that you had brought us strawberries."

"They were our strawberries," Tasha said.

"Not anymore," Harmony said, licking her paw.

Cade crawled out of the cave, climbed down to the pool, and stretched. He drank from the water and looked around for breakfast, but could see nothing to eat. The pegacats followed him. The sunlight sparkled on their fur and butterfly wings.

"Is there anything to eat around here?" Cade asked.

The pegacats nodded. "Delicious gems!" Harmony said. She leapt into the pool, swam to the bottom, and returned to the surface with several gems in her mouth. She crunched them between her teeth. "Mmm-Mmm!"

Cade sighed. "We'll have to find more fruit along the way," he told Tasha.

"On the way?" Harmony asked, leaping up beside him, spraying him with water. "Are you leaving so soon? Where are you going?"

Starlight nudged her sister. "Shh! Harmony, you silly dolt. He's on a quest. Don't you remember what Windwhisper told us?"

Harmony opened her mouth wide and nodded. "Ah yes!" she called out. "The quest to destroy Phobe--"

Starlight shoved her again, pushing her right into the pool. "Quiet, you bird!" she whispered. "It's a secret, and there are evil ears that listen everywhere. Don't you remember what Yor said?"

Harmony emerged from the pool, walking straight as if trying to muster all the dignity left in her. "Well, Starlight, I'm sorry that I fall asleep during Old Twig Eater's sermons. He can be such a bore sometimes."

Cade shook his head. It was hard to believe such silly, small beings were created by Yor, the King of Dream, the same god who created Galgev. Then again, he did create them to be Princess Niv's pets, not to be great scholars or warriors. He liked the animals.

"I met a god named Galgev," Cade said. "He told me to seek the Crystal Caves. Can you tell me where they are?"

"Sad Galgev," the pegacats said in unison and lowered their heads.

"Why is he sad?" Cade asked.

Starlight looked to the west, sadness and longing in her eyes. She said quietly, "He is Phobetor's father."

Cade stood shocked. How could Galgev, the kindly woodsman and gardener, be father to the horrible God of Nightmare? As he stood bewildered, Harmony flapped her wings, hovered into the air, and began to sing. True to her name, she had a beautiful voice, a voice that could rival the lightdragons. Cade recognized the tune of the Dreamsong.



Galgev

fox-god of the Enchanted Garden

set upon a journey

He wandered the lands of Dream

a walking stick in hand

traversing mountains and rivers and forests

exploring the outer reaches of beauty

for many days

In the distant fringes of Dream

he came upon a cave

where dwelled a mysterious ghost woman

Winived, she called herself

a cunning being of temptation and lies

She lured the fox-god into her cave

Pretending to be his wife

she tricked him into lying with her

and begetting a son with her

When Galgev discovered the ruse

he howled in sadness

so loud that Yor

atop his cliff in Hidden Valley Ridge

heard and shed tears



Cade and Tasha stood silently, lost in thought. The waterfall sang in the silence that followed, and the spray filled Cade's hair.

"Is that how Phobetor was born?" he said quietly. He reached into his pocket and caressed the small golden bottle, the bottle which could imprison the God of Nightmare. "The ghost woman's son with Galgev?"

But Harmony, the white pegacat, could sing no more. She landed on the earth and stood with her head lowered, overcome with emotion. Starlight stepped up quietly and began to sing. Her voice was lower than Harmony's, but just as beautiful.



For her treachery

Yor banished Winived from Dream

and cast her away in shame

Gravid with Galgev's child

Winived wandered the cruel lands beyond Dream

banished and alone

and bore Galgev's son upon a desolate rock

surrounded by nothingness

Phobetor, she named her son

Phobetor, banished god of Dream

pale god with white burning eyes

full of the magic of Galgev

and the mystery of his mother

O, Phobetor!

How poets have wept for you

O, Phobetor!

Forgotten, lost god of Dream



Starlight ended her song and stood by Harmony, her head lowered.

Cade sat down on a log and gazed into the pool of gems. Tasha crawled down his shoulder and stood upon his knee. The twins stared at each other. A cold wind blew and the trees creaked.

"I can almost smell the monsters," Tasha whispered.

Cade shivered.

* * * * *

Phobetor stood in his hall between stone pillars and gazed upon Nightmare's horizons. Beyond fields of razor-sharp boulders, columns of fire crackled and black mountains soared. Red and black ash swirled in the sky, dragons screamed overhead, and slugs the size of elephants screeched in the distances.

"You can stand forever, watching the view," came a voice behind him. "It's always the same, you know. No matter how often you examine it."

He turned to face his wife, who stood, her clawed hands on her hips, smiling at him crookedly. Her hair was made of flame, crackling, and her eyes were as two lit coals, taunting.

"I find my creation beautiful to behold," he told her. "I was born on a desolate rock, Eliven. Alone, in exile. It took me centuries to create this place, and I am proud of its beauty."

She snarled, showing her fangs, and unfurled her great bat wings. She passed her clawed hands over her body, curvy and clad in wisps of flame, formed from the red clay of the earth. He himself had formed her, breathed life into her mouth, lit the flames that burned in her eyes and belly.

"If you desire beauty, stare at me, my lord," she hissed and licked her full lips. "Stare at your wife, for she is beautiful beyond measure, and your proudest creation."

He stepped toward the Demon Queen, placed a hand behind the small of her back, and pulled her to him. He kissed her cheek. "That is so, Eliven. You are the most beautiful creature alive. My proudest creation indeed."

She pouted, pushing him back, her claws digging into his chest. "More beautiful than Moonmist?"

He shrugged. "Her beauty is of innocence, yours is of fire and lust."

She stepped closer to him. "Lust I do have, my lord. The lust of fire." Her fiery hair crackling, she put her hands behind his nape and licked his face. "Make love to me, my lord."

He sighed. "Eliven, it's been only an hour since last time, and you are ready again?"

She shrugged, her eyes aflame. "It is you who placed the fire within me, the fire that forever burns." She flapped her great leather wings, shot into the sky, and caught a bat that fluttered there. She landed before Phobetor upon the bloodred tiles, bit off the bat's head, and swallowed it. "A hunger for you, my lord, and for raw, bloody flesh." She licked his cheek, smearing it with bat's blood.

He was about to reply, when a shadow fell upon the bloodred tiles, and a demon appeared at the edge of the hall. Black scales, hooks, and horns covered the creature, and his fangs dripped oozy drool. Upon black hoofs he stepped forward, hissing, his three red eyes burning.

The Silent Man.

"Welcome home," Phobetor said.

The demon opened his dripping maw and creaked in response, a sound like an old, heavy oak door opened for the first time in a hundred years. His voice, a hiss like fire, came from deep within his maw. "My lord."

Eliven flapped her bat wings. "Silent Man, I must say, with all your creaking and hissing, you hardly live up to your name."

The Incubus turned his great scaly head toward her, but said nothing. His drool hit the floor and hissed, raising steam.

"Never mind Eliven," Phobetor said, stepping toward the Incubus. "Tell me, what have you learned?"

The Silent Man's hooks and horns glistened in the light from Eliven's hair and eyes. "The mortal twins have found your father," the Incubus creaked. "I saw them in Galgev's home. They think I did not see, but the Silent Man sees all. Your father is turning them against you."

My father. Phobetor turned aside and stared into the distance, the crackling pillars of fire, the dunes of swirling ash, the jagged mountains where creatures screamed in pain. What did he look like? he wanted to ask. Did he talk of me? Phobetor closed his eyes. The questions a boy would ask. It's been a long time since I was a boy. I am no longer a scared youngling living in exile. I am lord of Nightmare now. King of Kar.

"The Lord of Nightmare has no father, Incubus," Eliven said, possibly sensing his pain. She placed a hand on her husband's shoulder, and her eyes blazed like lit coals. "Did Galgev ever visit my lord? Did he ever even send a letter? No. Galgev couldn't care less; he just remains in his garden, serving the elk. Does that sound like a father to you, Silent Man?"

The Incubus stared, saying nothing. 

"Enough of this," Phobetor said, stepping away from his wife. "What else have you learned, Silent One?"

The Silent Man blinked his three red, pus-filled eyes. Drool dripped down his fangs. "The mortals have also found the cats," he hissed.

"The kittens are useless," Eliven spat. Her eyes of coal flared, and her black wings creaked. "I want to eat them." She licked her lips.

Phobetor sat down in his throne of white marble, leaned back, and let his hands hang limply off the armrests. "Not as useless as you might think, dear wife. The white one is stupid, but the black cat knows some things of Dream and Nightmare. She was old when I was young. The humans could do worse when seeking counsel."

Eliven's hair of flame crackled. "I will still eat the kittens. But if you wish, my lord, I will eat the black one last."

Phobetor stepped toward the Silent Man and placed a hand upon the demon's scaly shoulder. "You have done well."

The Incubus bowed his head and turned to leave, his many hooks and horns reflecting the fire. When he had disappeared from view, Phobetor turned back to regard the flames, boulders, and mountains of his kingdom, resplendent under the growling, ashy sky.

"Are you ready, my lord?" Eliven asked, edging up toward him, licking her lips.

"The invasion of Dream is close now," Phobetor said, still staring into the distance, ignoring her. "And yet I wonder. What is the elk planning?"

Eliven shrugged. "Who knows what an elk, a bee, an ant might do? They are just animals, my lord." She smiled and hissed, showing her fangs. "I am an animal, too, in bed."

Phobetor gazed at the pillars of fire that swirled in the distance. "For now, we wait. Cuanbet is in Dream, you know. He is waiting at Anormaya, in the passage of Ral Badar. If the twins are truly questing toward us, Cuanbet will meet them."

Eliven pushed Phobetor back into his throne, sat in his lap, and kissed him. He said nothing more. For a few moments, at least, he could push away his worries, forget the thoughts of his father, forget about the war. For a few moments, he would enjoy his wife, like he would soon enjoy Moonmist, the princess he would bring to his hall.

Eliven kissed him hungrily, her hair crackling, as in the distance, great slugs and pillars of fire screeched.













Chapter Eight

Panda









On the branches of an alder overhanging the waterfall, Cade found sturdy strings of lichen. He threaded the strings through the seashells he had collected at Seashell Shore and made clinking seashell curtains.

"These are for you," he said to the pegacats, "to thank you for your hospitality and song."

Harmony seemed so delighted, that she began to dance and frolic and laugh until she crashed into the pool. Starlight bowed her head and uttered solemn thanks, then took the seashell curtains and hung them from vines over the cave's entrance. "Now Harmony and I will have a musical curtain to sing us to sleep," she said. She hit the curtains with her paw and smiled, listening to the seashells clink.

Harmony emerged dripping wet from the pool, her mouth full of glowing gems from the pool floor. But instead of eating these gems, she placed them at Cade's feet. "And these are for you, sir," she said and pushed them closer to Cade with her nose. "Look, they glow!"

Starlight padded up to them, the silver sparkles on her black fur twinkling. "A useful gift," she said. "They will provide light to you in the darkness of Nightmare."

Cade thanked them and pocketed the gems. They must be worth a fortune, he thought. At least they would be back home. But I would give up all the gems in Dream to get this quest over with and go home.

"It's time for us to get going," Cade said. "We don't have time to rest. Will you direct me to the Crystal Caves?"

Harmony shook her head. "We'll do better. We'll show you there!"

Starlight nodded. "You won't find them on your own. Harmony and I know the way. We'll lead you."

Cade smiled. "You're kind, dear pegacats, but I can't ask you this. Nightmare has spies here, and if they see you leave your home, what would they think?"

Harmony growled. "We're not afraid!" she squeaked in her high-pitched voice.

Starlight flapped her silvery butterfly wings and flew several feet in the air, so that she could stare at Cade levelly. "The Nightmarish Lord cares not for two pegacats. He respects only strength and grandeur, and would never spare pegacats a second glance nor see them as a threat. For that, we are safe while other gods of Dream remain wary. Furthermore, it is known to all in Dream and Nightmare that Starlight and Harmony are wanderers who often venture into the forests and plains in search of gems."

"And mice!" Harmony said with an evil smile and wink.

Tasha rushed into Cade's cloak and hid there.

And so they headed out, the pegacats hovering ahead, flapping their butterfly wings, Cade walking behind with Tasha hidden safely in his cloak. They left the waterfall behind and entered the forests.

It began to drizzle, and drops covered the trees' leaves. Snails with gold and purple shells emerged from the soil to crawl across the fallen, mossy logs. Faeries--small as bumblebees and bright as sparks--danced around the shiny boles of young birches, oaks, and ash trees. Cobwebs hung between branches of dogwood and chestnut, glistening in the soft rain, while Spanish moss swayed from tree branches like curtains. Once they saw dreamloomers in the distance, glowing and humming and weaving their dreams between the trees. The cloak and hood Galgev had given him kept Cade dry and warm, and the scent of water and growing things invigorated him.

Starlight and Harmony proved to have excellent noses for food, even better than Tasha's. They could sniff out berries a hundred yards away. Cade filled himself with blueberries, raspberries, and cherries while they walked. Mushrooms grew abundantly, and plenty of water gathered on the leaves for them to sip. As they moved through the forest, Harmony sang nonsensical songs she invented on the spot, mostly simple "tralalas".

By afternoon, they twice came upon smoldering tracks in the earth, clawed and black. "More monsters," Tasha said. "They're crawling all over this land."

A group of hinds raced across their path, not pausing to acknowledge them. The animals ran down a slope to their left, hopped over a shallow stream, and disappeared into the trees. Cade wondered if they fled something.

He checked his compass. "Phobetor is west from here. We're traveling northwest, so we're not losing much time, I think."

Starlight nodded. "Even if you lost a couple days, it would be worth it. Tam is wise, perhaps wisest of the gods besides Yor and Alandria. If he makes you a Dreamblade, it will save your life once you enter Nightmare."

Cade shuddered. He still hated thinking about entering Nightmare. As dangerous as Dream had become, with Phobetor's spies and scouts, it was a beautiful land. He did not want to leave it.

They walked along a thin trail between copses of birch. Eyes covered the birches, in the fashion of birch bark. Cade remembered himself as a child, wary of birches and their eyes, wondering if the trees could see him. As he walked between these birches of Dream, he gasped. He realized that they were watching him. As he walked, the eyes in the bark followed him, blinking.

"The trees can see us!" he whispered.

Starlight nodded. "Many things in Dream can see, and many more listen. Windwhisper is the greatest guardian of Eloria, but he has help from many things that breathe, grow, or even lie still upon the ground." The pegacat looked at some boulders coated with moss. She nodded. "Yes, Cade. The lands of Dream seem empty and unguarded, but do not be deceived. Yor is a wise elk, and when Phobetor invades, the Nightmarish Lord will find us prepared."

Harmony whispered in Cade's ear, "Eloria means Dream in our language. Starlight just uses it to sound poetic. She also says Kar instead of Nightmare."

As they kept moving, Cade could not tear his gaze away from the birches that watched, silently, following the travelers with their eyes.

When night fell, they found a burrow beneath overhanging roots and hung Cade's cloak over the entrance, shielding them from the drizzle. Tasha slept in her seashell, and Cade slept with the pegacats nuzzled up against him, one at each cheek. Starlight's black fur smelled like clear mountain night, while Harmony's cream fur smelled like honey and milk.

They continued walking with morning. As they moved northwest, Cade noticed that the season seemed to change. The leaves on the trees became golden, red, orange, and yellow. White boulders and fallen brown branches, covered with splotches of green moss, peeked from pools of dried leaves that covered the earth. More dried leaves glided through the crisp air. Mist hung beneath the forest canopy.

"We are entering Autumn Forest," Starlight said.

"It seemed to be summer just yesterday," Cade said, "yet now it seems we're in the middle of fall."

Starlight flapped her silvery wings. "And two weeks south from here, it is winter. In Dream, seasons do not come and go. They live in their own places and stay there."

"I like the winterlands," Harmony said thoughtfully. "My white fur fits in there." She licked her paw.

Cade paused. He sucked in his breath with wonder. A hundred yards ahead, half hidden behind two birches, stood a panda of great beauty and wonder. Its fur glowed in the forest and leaves fell around it, not dry leaves but leaves green and fresh as spring. In this forest of autumn, spring seemed to cling to the panda. It seemed not to regard them, if indeed it saw them at all, but only to eat from the branches.

"Who is he?" Tasha whispered, gazing with wonder from atop Cade's shoulder.

Starlight spoke in a solemn whisper. "We do not know his name. Because he is immortal, we call him a god of Dream, though he is different from other gods. Yor did not create him, nor did any god of Yor's creation."

Harmony flapped her butterfly wings and landed on Cade's left shoulder. "Panda never says a word," she said. "Maybe he can't speak. He was old already when Starlight and I were young, and we are among the oldest gods of Dream."

Cade stared in wonder. The panda moved slowly, chewing the leaves, and his fur was like snowfall and midnight. Soft light clung to him. A god of Dream.

Starlight's voice was soft. "Tam thinks that Panda might be the creator of Dream. He might have even created Yor."

"But we do not know for sure," Harmony added. "Not even Old Twig Eater knows."

Starlight shook her head. "Yor lived alone in Dream for a long time before Queen Alandria was born... but Panda might have hidden during those eras. All we know, really, is that he is ancient, and that all things flower and turn green around him."

They stood still among the trees, as dry leaves glided around them, and gazed at Panda with beauty in their hearts and tears in their eyes, until the silent god of Dream wandered down a slope into a thick copse and disappeared.

* * * * *

"Don't the leaves ever run out?" Cade wondered aloud the next morning, as they walked through the forest. The golden and red leaves continued to glide over the landscape of birches and rolling earth. Between the distant trees, they glimpsed a white cliff piercing the sky. A pack of dholes ran across the forest, sparing the travelers but brief glances, then disappeared into distant trees.

Harmony looked at him. "How could leaves run out? New ones keep growing!" She shook her head. "Silly mortal."

"But autumn is permanent here in Autumn Forest," Cade said. "How do new leaves grow without spring?"

Starlight smiled, walking beside him over piles of leaves and twigs. "You are still thinking in Earth terms, mortal child. The forests of Eloria do not follow the rules of the World."

The scent of earth and leaves was rich. By noon, oaks and chestnuts began to appear among the birches, and white boulders coated with moss rose from the fallen leaves. The land became hillier, and granite rocks and thick roots hid inside the leafy floor, hindering progress. Lichen hung from the boughs and the foliage thickened. Every breeze moaned and tossed flurries of leaves. They crossed a rivulet and glimpsed a pool, set in a circle of birches, where wolves drank.

Soon the cliff they had glimpsed in the morning was close. It rose like a smooth wall of granite into the sky, slicing across the forest. From what Cade could see, it ran for miles on both sides.

By afternoon they reached the cliff and stood before it. It rose from the forest floor, soaring a mile high. The trees gave way before it, and sunlight drenched the company.

"We have come to the wall of Anormaya," Starlight said, "the border between East Eloria and the western realms."

Harmony pointed at a crude sketch of an elephant, faded by age, on the wall. "Look! I drew that last time I was here." She found a piece of chalk, took it in her mouth, and flew to another part of the wall. There she began to draw another elephant.

Near Harmony's sketch, a cave yawned open in the cliff side, ten feet tall and several feet wide. It was too dark to see inside.

"This is the passage of Ral Badar," Starlight said, pointing at the cave with her paw. "Tam carved it long ago. It's the only way through the cliffs into the western realms of Dream." 

Cade gazed at the passageway. "Seems like we've reached another crossway," he said. "I wonder if Phobetor has blocked this one too." He told the pegacats about the Crunge who guarded the bridge.

Starlight seemed shaken. "The Beast of Fur and Fang," she said, grave, when Cade had finished his tale. "You saw Feesrog, one of the six Incubi, high-ranking scouts of Kar." Starlight shook her head wildly, as if to banish the thought of them. "Foul creatures are the Incubi, and you are lucky to have seen one and lived, Cade. But Harmony and I have passed through Ral Badar before and encountered no danger."

"Phobetor's monsters have only recently invaded," Tasha said, standing on Cade's shoulder, whiskers twitching. "Previous journeys through this passageway do not guarantee safe passage today. Nightmare has proven it knows, and can disrupt, Dream's logistics." The mouse shuddered. "I don't like what this foretells."

Harmony fluttered from the wall back to them. "Look, look!" she said, pointing back at her new drawing of an elephant. "I drew the first elephant a girlfriend. I think I'll draw a new one every time I visit Anormaya. Tam is not the only artist in Dream."

Cade wished he had brought a weapon from home, even just a pocketknife. He reached into his backpack and pulled out the golden crown he had found in the Crunge's lair. The crown's edges were jagged and sharp. It wasn't much of a weapon, but it would have to do.

"Starlight, how long is the passageway?" he asked.

"Two hundred yards or so," Starlight said. "We won't be long in the darkness."

"Then let's go," he said. "I'll lead the way."

Holding the crown, he stepped into the cave. Tasha rode on his shoulder, and the pegacats pattered behind. The air was musty and Cade could see nothing ahead. He fished through his pocket for the gems Harmony had given him. He held the stones before him, and their glow lit the darkness. Bats covered the ceiling and dank stone walls.

"Bats!" Tasha hissed. "Disgusting creatures. I hate them."

"These animals had not lived here when we last walked through," Starlight said.

They continued to advance into the passageway. Soon the sunlight faded behind, and only the gems cast their glow. The air smelled of mold, bat dung, and something worse which Cade did not recognize.

"The stench is unbearable," Tasha said. "Something here stinks worse than the Crunge."

The gems radiated only a soft glow, and Cade could see only two feet ahead. The bats' eyes glared, and he quickened his pace. Fear pulsed through him.

Suddenly there came a growl.

A dark shape pounced.

The light glittered on long teeth. Cade leapt back but felt teeth in his thigh.

"Cade!" Harmony cried.

Pain filled him and he called out. He punched, freed himself, and began running back to the opening. The bats flurried and the pegacats screamed.

Pain throbbing, Cade reached the opening where they had entered. Blood pulsed from his thigh, yet he forced himself to keep running into the forest. He peeked over his shoulder and saw a monster emerge from the cave.

It had the body of a brown tiger, the head of a shark, and but one cruel eye that burned red. Cade feared he could not outrun the beast... but the monster stopped several feet outside the cave, growled, then turned and reentered the darkness.

"It won't leave the passageway unguarded," Tasha said. "We're safe." The mouse suddenly stiffened. "Cade! You're hurt."

Cade collapsed onto the forest floor. His blood soaked the soil. Weakness spun his head, and still blood flowed, pooling around him. The pegacats stared in horror, mouths agape. They trembled.

"Tash," Cade whispered hoarsely, trembling too. "I think an artery is torn. Find some vines, I'll need a tourniquet."

Tasha and the pegacats scurried around, but could find no vines. Cade felt his strength waning. Panic filled him, making him sick. With an artery torn, and no tourniquet, he'd die of blood loss. His head spun, his limbs shook, and he felt his life slipping away. It's so cold... I'm so cold. Help me somebody. I'm dying. Oh God....

His hand clutched the Crunge's crown. The golden crown was the only thing that felt warm. He held tight, as if his life depended on it. Everything else felt icy, and only the crown filled him with warmth. I've failed my sister. I've failed Dream. I'm going to die here. He closed his eyes.













Chapter Nine

Claws and Flame









Moonmist clutched the poniard, its mahogany handle warm and comforting in her fist. She examined the thin blade, turning it in the light. With a sigh, the princess pocketed it among her skirts, where she could draw it quickly. Standing in the simple stone chamber, her knights scouting the streets outside, Moonmist practiced. She drew the poniard, stabbed the air, then hid it in her skirts again. A dozen times, the princess of the Begemmed City drew and hid her weapon, and with every thrust, she imagined the troll she had seen.

The monster still haunted her. The meadow among the birches would never be the same. The green thing had burst from the trees and killed two knights before Sir Grendel slew it with shield and sword. It was that same horrible day, the day the hag had sat upon her chest as she slept. Should any creature of Phobetor invade here again, it will meet the tip of my blade, she swore. It was a small blade, the size of a knitting pin, but Moonmist knew she could thrust it with deadliness.

Onana and Lynk, her two handmaidens, stood beside her in the peasant home, pale, gazing with worried eyes. They are used to the smiling, carefree Moonmist. That girl is still here, just with a blade.

The door to the small house opened, and burly Sir Grendel shuffled in, his armor burnished, his beard of feathers white and flowing. "We've checked all alleys and doorways," the knight said. "The way is clear, Your Highness."

Moonmist nodded. "Let's go."

Since that day of the hag in her room, she had slept in a different house every night, small peasant homes among the jeweled streets of the Begemmed City. She still spent her days in the palace, with the Queen and King her parents, but dared not sleep in her bedroom anymore. Not now that Phobetor knew of it, knew of her.

She stepped outside into the morning. A million gems bedecked the marble houses and walls of her city. Her handmaidens flanking her, her guards surrounding her, she stepped through the city streets. The people moved gravely around her, peeking from shadowed hoods. These streets used to bustle, Moonmist remembered.

"How did the night go?" she asked Sir Grendel.

The knight's armored boots clanked against the marble streets. Banners of King Yor flapped from domed temples ahead, thudding in the wind. "Five trolls came upon the walls before dawn," he said. "My men killed them with arrows. We burned their bodies in the fields. We found two great slugs, the size of horses, feasting upon silos in the eastern fields. It took twenty men to burn them down."

Moonmist lowered her head. "Our worst night yet."

Sir Grendel nodded. "But the Begemmed City is strong, Your Highness. We will withstand. We will defend Dream."

Moonmist raised her head and looked past the marble steeples and domes, up to a sky strewn with white clouds. She thought she could descry Windwhisper, the Eyes of Eloria, floating upon the currents, but she was not sure. For thousands of years had the Begemmed City stood in the western realms, between Nightmare in the west and, to the east, Hidden Valley Ridge where Yor himself dwelled. Nightmare on one side, gods on another. We live on the line between day and night.

"Our gods hear our plight," Moonmist said softly. "Yor will send aid soon."

"Blessed be the Father Elk," Lynk and Onana murmured.

Soon they reached the royal gardens, where topiary and marble statues stood among patches of lilies and lilacs. Fountains shaped as pegacats spouted water, while apple trees bloomed. Moonmist smiled. She loved the gardens, and even during these days of uncertainty, they brought joy to her. She inhaled deeply, savoring the scent of flowers and grass and clear water. Streams and tiny waterfalls cascaded over smooth stones, singing.

The palace loomed ahead, built of purest white marble, its walls inlaid with emeralds, sapphires, and diamonds. A towering steeple rose upon its crest, a needle of marble, overlooking Dream. A few times, Moonmist had climbed the steeple, and could gaze past the most distant fields into grasslands and forests.

Sometimes, when Moonmist gazed upon Dream, she wished she could explore the eastern realms. To swim in Beluga Beach! To walk through Autumn Forest, where Panda dwelled! To visit Butterfly Valley, the home of Niv, or the enchanted waterfall where dwelled the pegacats, her guardians! Moonmist had never even been to Sunflower Corner or the Crystal Caves, where dwelled the god Tam. With all her heart, Moonmist prayed to someday explore those realms.

When these dark days are over, I will take my mare Comet, and my handmaidens, and we will explore all of Dream, my beautiful world.

They stepped into the palace, entering a wide hall bedecked with tapestries. Golden statues and urns stood against the walls, and lords and ladies moved across the marble tiles. Moonmist smiled. Home. She loved coming back here after every night in the city.

"Come, let's get some breakfast," Onana said, and Moonmist nodded. Breakfast would be fantastic.

Suddenly a hundred suits of armor clanked, and Moonmist turned to see soldiers thunder down the streets outside. "Ogres!" their captain called, saluting Sir Grendel. "Ten of them this time."

The knights thundered down the road, swords drawn, and Moonmist lowered her head. War.

Onana took her hand. "Come, my princess. Let's find some bread and tea."

As Moonmist followed her handmaiden to the kitchen, she gripped the poniard in her skirts, and had the terrible thought that someday, perhaps very soon, even this city and her guards would not hold back the western wave.

After she had broken her fast on bread, butter, and raspberry jam, Moonmist told her handmaidens that she needed a bath. "I will wash alone today," she told them. "I need to be alone with my thoughts."

"It is dangerous, Your Highness," Lynk said, wiping a smear of jam off Moonmist's lip.

Onana nodded, collecting the cups of tea. "We dare not leave you alone."

Moonmist stared at the two girls, love for them flowing through her. She couldn't help but smile, even as outside still came the clanking of armor and beyond, distant, the howls of monsters.

"I'll bathe in the lower chambers. There are no windows there, and guards will stand outside the doors. I haven't been alone since that day, when the... creature invaded. Please, Onana, Lynk. Let me do this."

The handmaidens lowered their heads, then nodded. "Very well," Onana said, "but let's not breathe of this to Sir Grendel."

Within the hour, Moonmist lay in a wide bronze bath full of bubbles and steaming water. Soaps and brushes stood upon tables around her, and mirrors tossed back her reflection a hundred times. Moonmist shut her eyes and lowered her head into the water, keeping just her nose above the surface. The long, golden feathers on her head floated around her. Underwater she could hear her heartbeat, thumping softly like the hoofs of her mare on a stroll.

Finally some silence.

Onana and Lynk stood outside the bathing chamber, just by the door, and with them a dozen guards. More guards patrolled the hallways. No creature of Phobetor had made it into the city since the hag, but that day's memory still haunted her. She winced when she recalled that weight upon her chest, the bloody footprints in her closet, the trolls that awaited in the copse....

Her heartbeat had increased, Moonmist realized. It now pulsed twice as fast underwater. But no....

Her eyes snapped open.

It was not her heartbeat that had sped up, but another heartbeat, thumping along her own in the tub.

Moonmist leapt to her feet, dripping water. She looked down into the bath, but could see nobody else, and she let out a shaky breath. I'm just nervous, she told herself. How could another heartbeat pulse along my own? I haven't been alone for days, and fear makes me imagine things.

She sat back in the tub and breathed shakily. She relaxed again in the water, took a brush and soap, and began to clean the golden feathers on her head.

That was when she saw the white, clawed hand emerge from the water between her legs.

Moonmist could not even scream, let alone move. She only lay, paralyzed, watching as the clawed hand turned to face her, as if regarding her.

"Hello again, sweetness," came a voice, that same voice from that terrible day.

Moonmist opened and closed her mouth, but no sound came out.

"Here, sweetness, look into the mirrors."

Heart racing, not breathing, Moonmist slowly turned her head to look at a tall bronze mirror to her right. There she saw a pale face, like wisps of smoke, with yellow eyes. The face smiled.

"Who are you?" Moonmist mouthed, unable to produce a voice.

"You know who I am." The claws ran along her knee.

"Phobetor," Moonmist whispered, not daring to move. The claws were gentle, but carried just the hint of menace, and she knew they could tear into her flesh. "Leave this place."

Phobetor's smoky face appeared in all the mirrors now, a hundred times, and Moonmist felt another clawed hand caress her nape, run through the feathers on her head.

"Oh, sweetness... such a sweet thing," the faces spoke. "I have not come to scare you, only admire you. You are a beautiful girl, courageous and noble. Would you not join me in my court?"

"Never," she whispered.

The faces smiled. "Goodbye for now, sweetness. We will meet again."

The faces dispersed like a mist, and the clawed hands fled into the water and disappeared. Finally Moonmist could scream.

When her handmaidens and guards burst into the room, they found her pale, trembling, weeping... but she could not tell them what she had seen. Those last words lingered in her mind, speaking over and over like a mantra.

We will meet again....

* * * * *

Phobetor withdrew his hands into his lap, the soap and water still clinging to them. He smiled thinly, still feeling the touch of Moonmist's wet skin. Through eyes half-shut, he looked over his throne room, the columns of stone that held the towering jet ceiling, the landscapes of Nightmare that burned between the columns, the centipedes and slugs that scurried across the tiled floor, knee-tall.

My kingdom.

A vast kingdom was Nightmare, as large as Dream and growing, a kingdom of endless armies and endless power. Millions worshiped him here, obeying his every whim, and all pleasures of the flesh or soul filled his palace of jet and iron.

"But it's not enough, is it?" whispered Eliven, lying on her side by his throne. Phobetor looked down upon his demon wife, the Queen of Nightmare. She gazed up at him, eyes like lit coals, and her hair of flame crackled. From the red clay of Nightmare, Phobetor had raised her, had infused her with flame that gave her life, flame that burned in her eyes and haloed around her head.

"There is never enough," he replied to her softly. 

She rose to her feet, seductive, her body like endless curves, the body he had molded from red clay. She unfurled her bat wings, and the heat from her flaming hair seared dry the soapy water on Phobetor's arms.

"Am I not enough for you, my lord?" she whispered, smiling coyly, her tongue licking her full lips. She sat upon his knees, her body searing through his white silk clothes, and licked his cheek.

"You are my wife of Nightmare, of flame, of passion, of lust, of malice and of pride," he said.

"But not of conquest," she whispered, drawing back, petulant. She stood up, leaving tendrils of smoke to rise from Phobetor's seared clothes. Clad only in wisps of fire, she walked three steps down the hall and turned to look upon the landscapes of Nightmare that sprawled beyond the columns of stone. The skies burned and grumbled, ash swirled, and great lizards screamed in the distances. Black mountains and jagged boulders covered the horizons.

"You cannot let go of Dream," she whispered, half in disgust, half in admiration. "Forever it consumes you, no matter how much I strive to fill your mind with only lust for me. Forever you dream of that princess of flesh and feather."

"It is my home, Eliven," Phobetor said softly, rising to his feet. He stepped toward her, stood beside her, and the two gazed together upon the landscapes of their kingdom. Eliven's flaming hair crackled, warming his pale skin.

"You've never even been there," she said, only the touch of bitterness filling her voice. Her black wings creaked as she shifted them. Her claws flexed.

"It is my birthright." He took her arm, digging his pale fingers into her red flesh. "The elk banished my mother; why should I live in exile too? I was conceived in Dream. Galgev is my father. That land belongs to me no less than the elk." He remembered his mother's stories, how the mysterious ghost woman tricked Galgev into impregnating her, pretending to be his wife, how Yor had discovered the ruse and banished her. Should sons suffer for mothers' sins? I grew up in nothingness and pain because of the elk, but it made me strong. That the elk did not expect.

Eliven shook her arm loose, then turned her back to him. "The Dream girl consumes your thoughts. Why can't I fill you with such lust?"

He looked upon her, smiling softly at her perfect form, her burning hair, her wide wings of purest black. He embraced her from behind. "You do, my wife, my love."

"Not like that Moonmist of yours."

He kissed his demon wife's neck. "Tonight, though, I will do to you as none have ever done to Moonmist."

"None until you claim her, that is."

He shrugged, still embracing her. "She is a princess of Dream; I a lord of Nightmare. You are my wife of Nightmare; she will be my wife of Dream. I am lord of both lands, Eliven. You will share her place, and you will be grateful for it."

She struggled to release herself from his embrace, but he held her tight, not letting her go. "I will be grateful for nothing," she whispered.

Yet when he spun her around to kiss her, she kissed him back lustfully, and when he buried his hands in her flaming hair, she moaned with the same passion that burned inside him. He took her there, on the floor by his throne, with flame and claws and blood, the centipedes and slugs watching around them, the fires burning in the distance. 

Soon, Moonmist, Phobetor thought. Soon you too will learn of lust and fire.

Eliven nuzzled up against him, purring. He shoved her aside, so hard that she rolled across the floor, then glared at him, her eyes aflame.

"Leave me," he said.

With a hiss, the Demon Queen stretched her leather wings and shot into the sky, disappearing with a wake of flame and smoke, like a comet. Darkness fell as her fire vanished, and Phobetor sat upon his throne, closed his eyes, and thought of Dream.













Chapter Ten

The Crystal Caves









The strawberries at the marketplace were too ripe, Cade remembered, but that did not stop Mother from buying three baskets. "We'll get a basket for Tash too," she said. Vendors surrounded them, calling out their wares, apricots for sale, the cheapest pastries in town, come check out these new skirts, yes, ma'am, what for you?

"She won't eat them," Cade said. "She'll say they're too ripe, you know how picky she is."

Father smiled. "I think tha--"

Darkness.

Buzzing. And fire.

Time passed, and when he woke, there was only pain that screamed and ripped inside him, burning light, and--

"Look, Cade!" Tasha said. "The crown is glowing."

Cade opened his eyes. Pain. Again. But a new pain, a pain in his leg. He looked around him. Dream. I'm in Dream. The cave, and the monster. He looked at the crown he held, the crown he had found in the Crunge's lair. It glowed.

His hand that clutched it, and his entire arm, felt warm. Soon the warmth spread to the rest of his body, and Cade felt strength refill him. He looked at his wound and his eyes widened. As the crown shone, his wound closed and his skin lost its pallor.

He was healed.

"A magical crown of healing," Starlight whispered.

As Cade shakily sat up, the crown turned to dust in his hand. The dust blew away in the breeze.

"It's too bad we could only use it once," Tasha said. Then she let out a whimper, leapt onto Cade's shoulder, and hugged him. "Don't scare me like that again, or I'll bite your ear off," she whispered, clinging to him, trembling.

Cade sat for long moments, breathing deeply. Starlight kept shaking her head in amazement, while Harmony too hugged Cade and refused to let go. Finally Cade stood up and tested his leg. He felt as healthy as ever.

"Thank Yor," Starlight said. "I was worried there for a moment."

"Me too!" said Harmony, still hugging Cade.

Cade took several more deep breaths. It was hard to fathom that just a moment ago, he had almost died, and with him all hope for their quest. But was he truly saved? He gazed at the dark opening of Ral Badar and shivered. His wound was healed, but there was still the monster in the passageway.

Starlight seemed to read his mind. "Harmony and I could fly over the wall, but we cannot carry you. We don't have the strength, nor tools for climbing. We must walk around the wall."

"How long is this wall?" Cade asked.

"Hundreds of miles long," the dark pegacat replied, head lowered. "It would take weeks to walk around. Ral Badar is the only passageway."

Cade gazed at the opening, lost in thought. "This creature is new, you say?"

"New in Dream, but created many ages ago in the pits of Nightmare," Starlight said. "Harmony and I visited Ral Badar only a year ago. Back then, gems covered the floor of the passageway, and no bats or Nightmare monsters filled it. The creature that bit you, if I remember Tam's tales, is named Cuanbet, the One-Eyed, puissant and feared among the Incubi. He is old, among the oldest terrors in Nightmare, and dangerous. The One-Eyed is not one to face in battle."

"Phobetor is growing stronger every day," Cade said. "We can't afford to spend weeks walking around the wall. If Phobetor conquers Dream, the bottle will lose its magic, and Nightmare will be unstoppable. There's no time to spare. We must cross through Ral Badar."

"But how?" Harmony cried, clinging to Cade's leg. "You saw that thing! It was horrible." The white pegacat shuddered and buried her face against Cade's clothes. Tasha too shivered and clung to Cade's neck, her mousey limbs embracing him.

Cade gazed at a fallen tree by the cave. He pursed his lips and nodded slowly. The tree's roots were large, heavy, and intricate, almost like a cage. The root structure spread for ten feet across. The treetop was much thinner and lighter.

Cade stepped toward the fallen tree. While the roots were huge and heavy, he could lift the treetop if he strained.

"If I could lift the heavy roots too," Cade said, "we can lure the monster out, then crush him."

"You'll never lift those roots," Harmony said. "The treetop you lifted is thin, but the roots are huge and must weigh as much as an elephant."

Cade tapped his chin. "I have an idea."

In a nearby patch of flame-of-the-woods leaves, he located a round mossy boulder. He pushed against it. It nudged. Straining, he rolled the boulder toward the fallen tree, lifted the treetop, and placed the trunk over the boulder.

"A lever," he said. "One of the Six Simple Machines. You can lift anything with them. Archimedes said about the lever, "Give me the place to stand, and I shall move the earth.'"

"Archi-who?" Harmony asked.

"The philosopher... from Earth," Starlight said. "From a couple thousand years ago. Remember? You used to like visiting his dreams."

"Ah yes!" Harmony said, eyes widening in delight. "He had a fluffy beard."

After moments of adjusting the boulder and trunk, Cade managed to pull down on the treetop and lift the heavy roots above the cave's opening. It took all his strength to hold it up. He turned to Tasha. "Tash, dearest sister. Now go in there and lure the beast out."

Tasha sighed. "Why do I always get these jobs?"

The mouse scurried into the cave. A moment later, she came racing out. "It's behind me!"

Cade let go of the lever. Cuanbet, the One-Eyed, emerged from the cave, roaring, shark teeth bared. The heavy roots fell.

Cade held his breath as he watched. The roots slammed against the Incubus with a great thud. The beast howled, buried under the roots, its blood spurting. It screamed and spat and struggled, but could not free itself. Hideous thing, Cade thought, shuddering at the sight of its evil eye and shark maw.

"Yee-haw!" Harmony cried. "Take that!"

"Into the cave!" Cade said, excitement burning through him. "Quick, before it frees itself."

They raced into the passageway. They hurried through the darkness. A hundred yards into the tunnel, Cade saw piles of bones. Among them glittered a decorative axe, the size of a hammer, gilded and encrusted with emeralds. It wasn't much of a weapon, but Cade decided to take it.

Soon they saw sunlight ahead, and Cade breathed in relief. They raced toward the light and emerged from the cliffs into a forest of sweet mist and green pines.

Harmony leapt onto Cade and hugged him. "Now I can draw an elephant on this side of the wall too!"

Cade breathed deeply, fingers tingling with adrenaline, the image of Cuanbet still howling in his mind. I've seen another Incubus, and lived... barely. How many more lay along his path? As Harmony laughed and drew upon the cliff, Cade looked into the west, the breeze tousling his hair. Though the sun was bright and the breeze pleasant, he shivered. 

* * * * *

They traveled through the forest until nightfall. With the moon shining, they found a meadow of soft grass and lay down to sleep. The air was sweet-scented, the stars shone bright, and the beech trees swayed in the breeze.

They took turns watching, not wishing to chance a monster arriving as they slept. Cade took the last watch, sitting on a fallen log and watching the stars and comets. Harmony slept curled up in his lap; since the passageway, she did not leave his side. Nothing disturbed the night and finally milky dawn spread across the sky and flowers bloomed. Dream is beautiful, but how can I enjoy this peace and beauty when Nightmare's beings crawl across the land?

Harmony stirred in his lap, eyes shut, clinging to Cade. She licked his fingers. "Na ley ta," she murmured in her sleep. "Na ley ta, Cade."

Starlight rose from sleep and padded toward him. She smiled at her sleeping sister. "It means 'I love you' in the ancient, holy language of Eloria. We speak it in only the most solemn times." Starlight looked upon her sister, eyes warm yet sad. "She still fears the creature she saw in Ral Badar. She is a gentle soul. She used to fear Yor himself, until one day he visited the Waterfall and spoke to her, and walked with her for many miles, and they became friends. She calls him Twig Eater since and loves him." She leaned forward and kissed Harmony awake. "Gala neeya, Harmony. Good morning."

The morning tasted sweet, like spring grass and flowers. Bluebells swayed across the meadow in a purple carpet, chiming like real bells. Sheeplike clouds rolled across the sky while the forest rustled around them, fresh with the chirping of birds. The breeze was so gentle, the air so fresh and the flowers so sweet, that Cade wished he could just lay on his back and watch the skies all day. Yet the memory of Ral Badar roused him to his feet.

"How far are we from the Crystal Caves?" he asked Starlight.

"Three days," the pegacat replied, "as Windwhisper flies."

Cade nodded. "Lead the way."

It took some coaxing to get Harmony to her feet, but soon they were marching west over undulating grasslands. For three days they walked, across plains of golden-green grass, and through forests of many fruits, and fields of boulders and young oaks.

On the third day, they reached a mountain covered with countless purple cyclamens. The flowers flowed over the mountainsides like a blanket, their leaves dark green and veiny. Miles ahead, upon the mountains, Cade could see a glint like a beacon embedded into the mountainside. It shone like a small sun, and when evening fell, the sunset burned against it in red and gold.

"There are the Crystal Caves," Starlight said. "They shine for miles, calling us home."

They slept upon the flowers under the stars, and continued their climb in morning. They saw, several miles ahead, a precipice of pink, blue, and purple crystals that shone bright. The Crystal Caves. As they drew nearer, Cade felt a tranquil and holy air descend upon the mountains. It felt like he was walking toward a temple of great peace and goodness, where forever joy and beauty dwelled.

Harmony sighed peacefully. "I like Tam's home. Caves make the best homes, don't you think, Starlight?"

"That's why we live in one," Starlight said.

As they stepped closer to the caves, violet crystals grew from the earth between patches of white ladies'-tresses whose blossoms nodded in the wind. Soon they stood at the entrance to the cave. Patches of ivory bugleweed grew there, and a glow came from inside.

From the cave floated a deep, melodious voice. "Enter, friends. I have seen you climb the mountain."

Harmony darted into the cave, and Cade heard her squeal "Tam!", followed by the deep laugh of a man. Starlight at his heel, Tasha on his shoulder, Cade stepped into the numinous cave.

The crystals grew tall inside, white and blue and violet. Some crystals were carved into the likeness of people and animals. Delicate sketches of landscapes, people, and nature scenes were engraved into other crystals. White apple blossoms covered the floor.

A man stood among the carved crystals, clad in white. He seemed neither young nor old, but carried an ageless, immortal aura. His eyes were two glittering sapphires, and his hair seemed made of flowing water that did not spill.

"Hello, Starlight," the man said, his voice like music. "Hello, Cade."

Cade nodded. "Tam. Hello, and thank you for inviting us into your home."

Tam showed them deeper into the cave, to a clear fountain where the travelers washed themselves. They then retired into a chamber of white crystals, the walls painted with murals of landscapes. They sat upon cushions woven of blossoms, and Tam served them breads, nuts, fruits, and bowls of steaming soup. For the pegacats, Tam brought bowls of gems, their favorite food. They drank chilly white wine from jeweled horns.

"Tam is Yor's grandson," Starlight whispered to Cade as he ate. "The goddess Niv, Yor's daughter, bathed in the Enchanted Waterfall. The water sparkled around her, placing Tam in her womb."

"Our waterfall!" Harmony whispered, crunching gems in her mouth. 

Cade sipped his wine and gazed at Tam, this god with hair of flowing water. "Galgev told me to see you," he said. "He said you will make me a Dreamblade." He wondered how useful a blade would be in his hands; he was no warrior, and a sword would not turn him into a hero.

Tam smiled a small smile. "I already have."

The god stepped toward two great crystals and sang to them. As his voice flowed, the crystals began to part, and between them shone a beam of light. Glittering in the light floated a sword with a crystal blade. Cade caught his breath at the beauty.

The pommel was wrought of silver shaped as the head of a hawk. It looks like Windwhisper, guardian of Dream. The golden handguards were shaped as antlers, covered with silver chasings. Yes... they carry the strength of Yor the elk. The blade was crystal, transparent and glittering. The word "Sunclaw" was filigreed into the handle between carvings of apple blossoms.

"Behold the Sunclaw of Eloria," Tam whispered.

Cade reached into the glittering light and took the sword. It was light, yet he felt its power and deadliness flow through him. He had never felt such power. The pegacats gazed in awe.

"May it protect you against the beasts of Kar," Tam whispered. "A crystal of Dream will cut hides that no other blade can notch." 

Starlight nodded. "Dreamblades are the only weapon that can kill a god," she said, gazing at Cade. "Phobetor creates them from black crystals deep in the soil of Nightmare, but in Dream, we have our own crystals, and our Dreamblades are just as strong."

Cade shuddered. Facing monsters here in Dream had been bad enough. He did not relish entering their kingdom. Tasha too shivered on his shoulder and whispered into his ear, "Cade, I don't like this... I don't want us to fight."

"Me neither," Cade whispered back, suddenly feeling cold, "but I'm not sure we have a choice, Tash."

Tam handed him a strap woven of silver thread and a scabbard of silver. Cade sheathed Sunclaw and hung the sword over his back.

"Now we must continue," Starlight said. "The compass points west, and Nightmare grows stronger every day."

Cade knelt by the black pegacat. "'We', Starlight? You showed me to the Crystal Caves and kept your promise. Why not return to your waterfall now, instead of following me into danger?"

Harmony placed a paw on his knee. "We're not afraid!" she said. She tried to growl, but her growl turned into a squeak. "Well, maybe a little. But you need Starlight and me to take care of you, and teach you more about Dream."

"And no place is truly safe anymore," Starlight added. "Not even our waterfall. Not if the Incubi roam through Dream."

Cade looked at the pegacats, and gratitude filled him. He realized that he had come to love the pair, and felt relief that he wouldn't have to part with them.

"Wise and truthful companions you have found, Cade of Earth!" Tam said, smiling. "Mischievous they are, and no strawberries are safe around them, but I can think of no finer guides."

The god walked with them back to the cave's opening, stood among the bugleweed, and watched as the company headed down the mountain. For miles, Cade could see the god of music standing by the Crystal Caves, watching them. Finally, as they reached the feet of the mountains, Tam disappeared into the shine of crystals and mist.













Chapter Eleven

Snakes









For a long time: emptiness, darkness, dizziness.

Did he lie in a bed? The world seemed to swim around him, as if he lay upon a raft floating through an endless sea. He tried to open his eyes, but could not. Whenever he tried to claw himself awake, slumber pulled him back in.

Emptiness. Darkness. Dizziness.

"Too ripe...," he rasped. Speaking hurt. "Tasha won't--"

Slumber. Pain. His bed moving like a raft over waves.

Where am I?

Finally, a hand clutching his. Tasha, his twin, sat beside him, weeping, her hair disheveled. Cade blinked, but the world was blurry, crusty. He heard beeping and saw nurses, machines. A hospital.

"Tash, what happened?"

She clutched his hand, her tears falling, and then he slept again.

Emptiness. Darkness. Dizziness.

He slept forever, it seemed, through dreams of darkness and light, walking through the paintings of his sister, those landscapes that hung upon their walls. The strawberries, he tried to say, anguished. Too ripe.... 

Then one day, he realized that he was talking to somebody. A doctor.

"Well, that's good, Cade. I'm glad you're hearing better now."

What had he just said? Cade blinked feebly.

"How long has it been?" he asked.

Somebody clutched his left hand, and Cade realized that his sister sat at his other side. Still her hair was draggled.

"Long enough," she whispered. She leaned down and hugged him. "Thank God you're awake."

"Where are mom and dad?" he asked, throat raspy, lips dry. Bandages covered his hands and legs.

Tasha only sobbed. Her hair covered her eyes. Cade slept again.

Walking through the fields of Dream, Cade sighed. Don't remember. Just forget. Memories are pain.

He looked around him. Fields of lilac and jasmines stretched for miles toward distant purple mountains, the skies pure blue above. The smell of flowers and grass filled the air. Dream. Our place of forgetting. Cade reached over his back and touched Sunclaw.

They slept in the fields that night, then spent two days walking through a forest of pines and maples, bluebells carpeting the floor and faeries gliding through the air like pollen. On the third day, the trees gave way to grassy hills speckled with mint bushes. Below them to the north, Cade could see blue water.

"Another sea?" he asked.

Starlight nodded. "It is Beluga Beach you see, and the blue waters of the Nayan Sea, a warm sea rich with coral and many fish."

They reached the beach next morning. Grassy swards spread away from the sand, and the water was deep blue. As they walked west along the sand, herds of giraffes ran along the grass to their left, so graceful their feet made no patter. To their right, belugas leapt in the waters, singing.

"Hello, travelers!" the giraffes called.

"Have a day of salt and seaweed!" called the belugas.

Reefs of coral grew in the distant water, and the air smelled of sea and grass. The water was calm, glistening in the sun.

"I like this place," Tasha said. "I wish we had time for a swim." She thought for a moment. "I wonder if mice can swim."

Cade took off his boots and let the sand caress his feet. The sand was soft like powder and soothed his soles. When the sun began to set, her light glistened like beads upon the tranquil waters. Cade noticed two figures standing ahead in the sea, the water up to their waists. They held a net between them, which they pulled back and forth.

"Could they be fishing?" Cade wondered. He had never seen anything hunt in Dream before, not in this land where animals could speak.

The fishermen were short, barely as tall as Cade's shoulder, with huge pointy ears and red bulbous noses. Their long hair and beards seemed made of dry leaves, and wicker hats sat upon their heads.

"Gala nota fan ta!" they called out, dragging their net over the twinkling water. Cade knew enough Elorian already to understand. Good evening to you.

"Gala nota fan ta lom," he said. "Catch anything?"

One of the gnomes whistled softly. "Oh, a few things."

They pulled their net up from the water, and Cade's eyes widened. Inside the net, they had caught beads of light which had, just a moment before, glistened upon the water. With leathery hands, the fishermen collected the beads of light and placed them into sacks. Cade saw piles of lights inside.

"A great evening for fishing for stars!" said the second man, and they dropped their net back into the water.

Cade stepped into the water, leaned down, and tried to catch a bead of light, but the water slipped from between his fingers.

The fishermen laughed. "Here," one said and tossed him a star. "Take one of ours. May it bring light and beauty to you, wherever you go."

Cade thanked them, placed the star in his backpack, and the company continued walking, leaving the two fishermen behind.

"I wonder if those stars are tasty," Harmony said, eyeing Cade's backpack.

"If we finish the journey safely," Cade said, "I'll let you taste it, maybe. Until then, I'd rather keep it handy. Who knows if we might need it?"

Next morning, the compass pointed them away from the sea, and they walked across grassy fields where towering boulders stood like buildings. Thin trees and bushes speckled the land, heavy with fruit and birds. In the early afternoon, however, the land changed. The grass disappeared, and the earth lay bare and grayish brown. The trees seemed burnt, reaching out naked black branches.

"This land used to be green," Starlight said. "The evil god Loor must have walked here. Wherever Loor walks, the land wilts."

Loor. Cade remembered hearing that name in the Dreamsong. Niv had been sad about Loor.

"Are we close to Nightmare?" Tasha asked, standing on Cade's shoulder, looking around at the gray soil and bleak sky.

Starlight shook her head. "No, Nightmare still lies many leagues away, but Phobetor has been claiming pockets all across Dream." The black pegacat hissed.

They continued walking across the scorched earth. Jagged spirals were smeared onto the boulders with deep purple paint. They looked to Cade like the bloody stains of crushed worms. The symbols made him shiver. The trees seemed twisted by disease, the air smelled like fire, and the sun hung yellow and low.

"I smell monsters," Tasha said. "They're close."

Cade drew Sunclaw. The blade hissed. He looked around but saw nothing.

Suddenly Tasha shrieked. "Snakes!"

Cade started. A great hiss rose, and suddenly red snakes swarmed across the ground. Their eyes burned with flames.

"The snakes of Kar!" Starlight said. "Spies of Phobetor. We must hunt them all; they have seen us."

Panting, Tasha hid in Cade's pocket. The snakes covered the ground, dozens of them. Grimacing, Cade began to stomp on the snakes, crushing them under his boots. They hissed and swarmed, and when he stepped on them, they squished and spurted malodorous black blood. The pegacats flew from here to there, hunting the snakes, crushing their necks with sharp teeth.

The snakes began to flee, and Cade and the pegacats gave chase.

"Don't let them report this to Nightmare!" Starlight said.

They chased the snakes across the burnt earth, when suddenly the snakes turned to face them, eyes burning, tongues darting. Cade froze. They're up to something.

The snakes rose onto the tips of their tails, hissing, then suddenly rushed toward each other and bundled up into a writhing ball. Cade grimaced in disgust as the ball of snakes twisted and stretched, forming an elongated shape.

"What are they doing?" he cried over their deafening hissing.

The mass of snakes formed into the shape of a man, with limbs made of writhing snakes and no head.

"A supersnake!" Harmony screamed. "Run!"

Cade felt Sunclaw tingle in his hand. Run? No. I can't let this snake fill the dreams of sleepers. He tightened his lips and raised his sword. The supersnake darted toward him.

Cade swung his Dreamblade, slicing into the creature. Black blood splashed and the snakes writhed and hissed with fury. Sunclaw hummed and Cade grunted as the blood burned against his skin. A cut appeared in the body of snakes, but they regrouped, closing it, and lunged at Cade again.

He swung Sunclaw and chopped the supersnake in half. The snakes comprising the creature flew to all sides. A bunch landed around Starlight and she yelped and flew into the air. More snakes landed on Harmony, covering her, writhing over her. Harmony screamed in pain and shook them off.

"One bit me," she cried. "It burns."

The snakes began to regroup again, and Cade lunged forward and hacked with his Dreamblade again and again, slicing the snakes. Bits of snake fell to the ground, oozing and steaming. The surviving snakes scurried under boulders.

"Don't let them escape!" Starlight shouted.

Harmony cried in pain.

Cade rushed from boulder to boulder, tilting them over, but the snakes had disappeared into holes in the earth. Cade tried digging into the ground, but the holes seemed endless.

He looked at Starlight. "I killed most of them. A few escaped."

Starlight kept digging in the ground for the snakes. "They will bring news of this to Phobetor," she said. "He will soon know that there is a new being in Dream who wields a Dreamblade, though I hope he does not guess your purpose."

"Starlight!" Harmony cried, voice torn.

Cade and Starlight hurried toward the white pegacat. Harmony lay on the ground, an ugly red bite on her leg. Her eyes were cloudy.

"It burns, but it's so cold...," Harmony whispered, her face drawn.

Cade examined the bite. He looked at Starlight, who was patting Harmony's head.

"Her leg is swelling," Cade said. "That snake was venomous."

Starlight gazed at the bite, her eyes heavy with worry. "Maninav, the goddess of flowers, is a healer," she said. "We must see her."

* * * * *

The red snakes squirmed over the bloodred tiles, moving toward his throne. Columns of fire burned in the distance between the stone pillars of his hall, reflecting against the snakes' scales, glittering like a million firegems. Phobetor sat on his throne, his clawed hands hanging limply over the armrests, watching the spies approach.

"Welcome home, pets," he said, beckoning to them. The snakes crawled up his legs and rested lovingly in his lap. Some coiled around his shoulders and others nested on his head. "Do you bring me news from Dream?"

One of the snakes in his lap rustled. "We do, kind master," it hissed, eyes like rubies glinting in the firelight.

Eliven, his demon wife of fire and clay, lay on her side at the foot of the throne, lazily coiling a lock of her flaming hair around her finger. "Why do you let snakes lie on you?" she asked, gazing up at the creatures. Her bat wings creaked. "Snakes belong in my belly, not on a god's lap."

The snakes hissed and glared at her, and Phobetor stroked them. "Never mind the Queen," he said. "Tell me, my pets, have you found these Cade and Tasha?

"We have, My lord," whispered a snake on his shoulder. "The human bears a new Dreamblade, one which we've never seen."

Phobetor frowned, tapping his claws against the armrests of his throne. He looked past the stone columns of his hall, gazing into the fiery distances where black mountains rose from storming red ash. So Tam has carved a new Dreamblade. The humans are important, as I suspected. What is the elk up to?

"I will eat the humans too," Eliven said. She coyly rose to her feet, snarling, showing her fangs. Her eyes burned like lit coals, and her great black wings outstretched. The flames of her hair burned bright, and the heat of her clay body singed the snakes black. They hissed and cowered behind Phobetor's back.

"Not until we've learned more about them," Phobetor said. "The elk must be mad, or desperate, to give a Dreamblade to a mortal. What kind of quest has he sent these twins, these Talon and Sunflower, on? I wonder."

Eliven shot out her hand, snatched a snake from behind Phobetor's back, and pulled it to her mouth. She bit off the snake's head, covering her mouth with blood. She sucked up its body like a noodle, then tossed its head aside to roll, bloody, across the floor.

"Really, Eliven," Phobetor said. "We have plates, you know."

She hissed and showed her bloody fangs, her leather wings flapping. "Demons need no plates, only raw, wriggling flesh and hot blood."

"I will give you wriggling flesh and hot blood tonight in bed," he countered. "For now, do not molest my spies. Not when they have news from Dream."

The Queen of Nightmare sat on his lap, wrapped her arms around him, and licked his cheek. "Give me your hot flesh now, my lord. Make love to me here, on your throne."

He let her claws caress his neck, and did not flinch even when, in her passion, she scratched his back, drawing black blood. The snakes fled down the throne, across the floor, and behind the stone columns. 

"What do you make of this, my love?" he asked her. "Two mortals, taken from Earth into Dream, given a Dreamblade, given a compass. What is the elk planning?"

She shrugged, crossing her legs on his lap, the flames of her hair crackling. "He is desperate. What troops does he have left? Tam? The boy dares not leave his caves. Those pathetic winged kittens? They are barely adequate to hunt a mouse. Galgev? The woodsman would never kill his own son. Would he, my lord?"

Phobetor sighed. "Eliven, please, leave my father out of this. You know that he would not harm me."

Eliven nibbled his ear. "There you go, oh mighty Lord of Nightmare." She laughed, a sound like hissing.

Phobetor pushed her off his lap and rose to his feet. He paced across the hall. "And yet... and yet, Eliven, they've gotten past Feesrog. They have done that."

She laughed again, standing by the throne, one hand on her hip. "Feesrog! Please. That shaggy gorilla couldn't catch a fish in a barrel. He couldn't catch leprosy in a leper colony. Send the Mother and Father to them, if you are concerned."

Phobetor spun around and stared at her. "The Mother and Father? I thought you weren't worried about them."

She shrugged. "I am not. Why should I be? But if you'd like their skulls as trophies, and don't want to wait, send the pair out. I'll let you keep the skulls, if you let me eat the flesh." She licked her full lips, hunger in her coal eyes.

Phobetor sighed. "Eliven, how did you ever get such an endless appetite? Surely I did not create you this way."

She flapped her great wings, leapt in the air, and landed before him. She brushed against him, like a cat against its owner's leg. "My appetites are for more than food, my king."

He kissed her neck. "And that is how I like you, my demon wife."

She pulled back. "So why do you still desire that Dream princess of yours?"

He clutched her face, pulled her lips to his, and kissed her forcefully. "You must learn to share, sweetness," he said. He licked the snake blood off her chin and cheeks. "I will send out the Mother and Father. But when you eat the mortals, Eliven, please, for my sake, do not make such a bloody mess."













Chapter Twelve

Loor's Curse









They ran through fields of waist-high clover, the purple flowers swaying in the breeze. Cade's eyes were narrowed with worry. He held Harmony in his arms. She twisted and groaned in pain, her bite swelling, her eyes clouded over. Starlight flew at his side, butterfly wings flapping.

"Soon we'll see Maninav," Cade said to Harmony. He tried to sound soothing, but she seemed to barely hear him. She only nodded weakly. Her fur was pale and flat.

The air blew against his face, and the mountains in the distance rose and fell as he ran. The clover flapped against him and the distance seemed endless. As he ran, Starlight sang from the Dreamsong.



Queen Alandria, sylvan wife of Yor

gazed upon Galgev 

and thought for many days

and finally created him a companion

Alandria collected flowers from the Enchanted Garden

and wove petal and leaf

forming the shape of a woman

She breathed life into the form

and named her Maninav

goddess of all things good and growing

She granted Maninav dominion in the Tropical Canopy

Under a canopy of vines and leafy boughs

a small stream runs over colorful stones

and parrots live among the leafs

singing in the soft rain

This realm Alandria granted to Maninav

Maninav, goddess of flowers

filled Dream with her beauty

and became wife to Galgev



Cade breathed heavily. He could not run much longer. How farther away was Maninav? With every step, Harmony seemed paler and weaker.

After a few more minutes, Cade had to slow to a walk. He could run no further, and his breath ached in his chest. Just until I can catch my breath.

Riding on his shoulder, Tasha whispered into his ear. "I'm sorry that I cowered during the fight." The mouse lowered her head. "I just can't stand snakes. I did grab this, though."

She showed Cade an iron ring studded with red stones. Flames danced inside the gems. "The snake that bit Harmony wore this as a collar," Tasha said. "Didn't the Crunge's crown have the same gems? I'll hold onto this ring; it might be useful. It smells like black magic."

Starlight gazed at the ring, eyes worried. "Those are firegems," the pegacat said. "They are found only in the deepest holes of Nightmare, and carry great power. Beware this ring, dear mouse."

Soon Cade could run again, and they left the field of clover for a land of boulders that towered several times his height, covered with vines. With every step forward, more and more vines grew, and soon they were racing through a thick forest of twisting trees. Lichen hung heavy from the boughs. Moss coated the trees and boulders. Only a dim light shone through the canopy.

Soon rivulets and pools covered the land, and the ground became treacherous. The streams ran everywhere, and many fallen logs and tangles of vines covered the earth. The trees grew so densely, Cade could barely find a way through. A soft rain fell, and parrots flew from tree to tree, chirping.

"Tropical Canopy," Tasha whispered. One of their favorite places to visit in their sleep.

Starlight nodded. "Maninav's domain."

Parakeets and toucans flew among the branches, filling the rainforest with music. Vines hung between the trees, drooping with curtains of lichen. Gnarly roots grew everywhere, some rising so high, they towered over Cade. The trees soared, and Cade could not see the tops of them. The jungle was loud with the birds, dripping rain, and bubbly streams. Orange fish swam in rivulets and a mist hung in the air.

"Harmony, are you all right?" Cade asked. "We're almost there."

Harmony groaned in response, panting in pain. Her bite had swollen to the size of an apricot. "It hurts," she moaned. Snake scales were growing around the bite. Cade winced.

Suddenly the deep beautiful voice of a woman came from ahead. Cade froze. The voice was both enchanting and dangerously powerful, and it filled him with dread and wonder. The rainforest reverberated with it.

"I sense an evil entering this place. Stand still." Each word echoed as an entity of holiness.

Cade looked ahead but saw no one. He narrowed his eyes.

"Who spoke?" he whispered.

Then he saw her, and he gasped. A hundred yards before him stood a woman woven of leaf and petal. Her limbs were made of vines. Her hair was grass and leaves. Her eyes were bluebells, and her body was woven of gerberas, jasmines, hyacinths, and many other flowers.

Maninav. Galgev's wife. The goddess of flowers.

"You bring an unholy presence into this garden," the woman of flowers and leaves said.

Cade held Harmony out in his arms. "Maninav!" he said. "Here is Harmony the pegacat. The evil you sense is the bite on her leg. A snake of Nightmare infected her with its venom."

Harmony whimpered. The scales were growing on her leg and her eyes were bloodshot and teary.

Maninav flowed toward them. Soon she stood before Cade. She smelled of flowers and fresh leaves. Roses bloomed around her neck. The goddess took Harmony into her hands, hands made of roots and vines.

"What did the snake look like?" the goddess asked.

"A red snake," Starlight said urgently, "with eyes of fire."

Tasha showed Maninav the ring. "The snake that bit her wore this as a collar."

It seemed to Cade that Maninav paled--if it was possible for a woman of flowers to pale.

"This was Loor's ring," Maninav said, her voice alarmed. "The snake was a familiar of his. Everything in Dream wilts from Loor's touch. It is not the snake bite that is killing Harmony. It is the ring's touch."

Cade looked at Harmony, his heart aching to see her suffering. Foam was gathering at her mouth, and her eyes lolled back.

"So why am I unaffected?" Tasha said. "I touched the ring."

Maninav stared at her with bluebell eyes. "Because you are a creature of Earth, and Loor is not powerful enough yet to cause Earth-things to wilt... though he might be, soon."

Suddenly Harmony hissed evilly. Her fur was turning gray, and her eyes were mean. She spat and cursed with hatred.

"Can nothing heal her?" Starlight pleaded.

Maninav looked at Cade. Her flower gaze penetrated him. "There is a plant called laceleaf," she said, "which never wilted around Loor. It grows near Niv's home. If Harmony eats it, she will be cured."

"Where can we find this plant?" Cade asked. We're running out of time. Harmony writhed and howled.

"Niv can help you find it," Maninav said. "Now go! I cannot come with you. Not when Phobetor's spies roam the land."

As they turned to leave, Maninav handed Cade a silvery rope. "Take this," the goddess of flowers said. "It's the only gift I can give--a rope that can never tear. Now go, quickly!"

They ran.

* * * * *

Cade raced throughout the night, not stopping to sleep. His arms ached from holding Harmony. She was growing limp and barely had the strength to writhe. With dawn, he saw that her fur had turned a dank dark gray, and her eyes were swollen and black. Scales covered her leg, spreading onto her back. Her wings no longer looked like the wings of a butterfly, but the wings of some ugly insect, and rotting, serrated teeth filled her mouth.

"What's happening to her?" he asked Starlight.

Tears filled Starlight's eyes. "She is becoming a creature of Nightmare."

They had left Tropical Canopy behind and were running across hills of foxtail. Birches grew around them and purple mountains soared in the distance. At noon, they spotted a verdant valley several miles away.

"Butterfly Valley," Starlight said. "Here is Niv's home."

Cade looked at Harmony in concern. Her eyes had lolled back and he could see only the white. Her tongue was swollen and black and hung from her mouth. But her chest still rose and fell. She lived.

A cloud of butterflies flew across him. Tall green grass, sweet scented and strewn with fallen leaves, rose around his feet. He was entering the sunny valley, where millions of flowers of all kind grew. He had never smelled anything sweeter. Myriads of butterflies lived here: Monarchs, Swallowtails, Skippers, Metalmarks, Spring Azures, and many Cade could not name. The scent of leaves and flowers filled his nose, while the sounds of breeze in the grass, crickets, and distant honking geese played in the air. Were he not so concerned about Harmony, the beauty would have taken Cade's breath away.

The sunlight fell upon Harmony's eyes, and she moaned.

"We're here, Harmony," Starlight said. "We'll find help for you soon."

Harmony's eyes burned with red fire, and words slipped through her mouth, her voice far too deep, like the voice of an echo. "But there will be no help for you," said the cursed pegacat, "for all in Dream shall fall, and the sunlight will never more burn me."

Cade felt himself blanch. He looked at Starlight, and her eyes were haunted.

A beam of sunlight fell upon a patch of dandelions ahead. Her back to him, a figure sat in the dandelions, light sparkling around her. A centaur! Cade thought, but no; her lower half was not that of a horse, but an elk, young and dainty. A feeling of holiness filled Cade. He stopped running and approached slowly, holding his breath.

My God.

The figure filled him with more awe than even Maninav and Tam. Light fur covered her elk body, and blond hair cascaded down her human back. She was humming softly, a song of such beauty that Cade could cry. Butterflies wove flowers into her hair, and more butterflies hovered around her, bearing flowers heavy with nectar. Cade took careful steps forward. The closer he got, the holier the woman seemed, the more beautiful her song. The woman turned her head slightly, and Cade saw her face in profile, and his heart skipped at her beauty. Nude she was, her cascading locks guarding her modesty. He realized that the butterflies were feeding her nectar and blessing her name.

In a patch of green lamb's-ears, Starlight knelt before the goddess. "Niv," the pegacat whispered, lowering her head. "Princess of Eloria."

Niv turned to face them, and her stare caught Cade's eyes. Her acorn eyes, a soft brown speckled with green, were so delicate, so deep, so ancient, that he dropped to one knee. They were not penetrating eyes. They were not even powerful eyes. They were eyes of such arcane beauty that tears streamed down Cade's cheeks.

Niv, Princess of Dream, Daughter of King Yor and Queen Alandria, walked toward him on elk legs. She moved with the grace of a butterfly hovering over flowers. She looked upon Harmony, and her fingertips trailed over the pegacat's gray, twisted body.

Niv raised her eyes and stared at Cade. "Harmony has passed into Nightmare," the goddess said, her voice soft as gosling wings, hovering like a breeze, a voice that spoke both into the air and directly in his soul. "But it is not too late. We can save her still. Follow me, into the mountains! We will seek laceleaf."

Niv turned and ran, hoofs flying. Harmony in his arms, Cade followed. His muscles ached, and he knew he could not run much longer. He felt close to collapsing. He was about to call Niv to stop when, in a flash of red and blue, butterflies fluttered to him, bearing flowers. They tipped the flowers over his lips, and he drank nectar, and felt strength refill him. More butterflies brought him bluebells full of honeydew, which cleared his mind and banished the weariness from his bones. He ran with new vigor.

They ran to the feet of mountains of granite and chalk. Pines grew among the boulders. Niv leapt from stone to stone, quick and graceful upon her elk legs. Cade followed as fast as he could. In his arms, Harmony was limp. Her breath was shallow and her fur was moist and sticky. Her scales were spreading and pus oozed from her swollen tongue and eyes.

"We are near," Niv called from ahead. "I smell the laceleaf."

Cade struggled up the mountain, Starlight at his side.

"I smell something evil," Tasha cautioned, riding on Cade's shoulder.

"Maybe you smell Harmony," Cade said quietly.

"She smells evil too, but I don't mean her. I smell something worse from ahead. It reminds me of the smell of the Incubus in the mountain passageway, but even more powerful. It smells important, though I'm not sure how importance can have a smell."

They continued running up the mountain between the boulders and pines. Glancing behind him, Cade could see Butterfly Valley below, a patch of colors among the hills. Far behind, miles away, he could make out the lush Tropical Canopy, the home of Maninav. The place where the snake bit Harmony was too far to see.

We've traveled so far. I hope we're not too late. Harmony hardly looked like a pegacat anymore, more like a demon of Nightmare, a creature of rotten fangs and scales.

"It is here," Niv called from ahead. "Come quickly, bring Harmony."

Cade ran. He caught up with Niv on a steppe of flat earth and stone, a hundred yards wide, covered with pines and grass. In the center of the platform, surrounded by a ring of boulders, grew pale green leaves.

"Laceleaf," Starlight whispered.

Cade took a step toward the ring of boulders.

"Cade, stop!" Tasha said. "The smell... it's here."

Cade froze. Niv stood beside him, frozen too. They stared at the ring of stones. In the silence, a cold breeze blew, rustling the leaves. Cade stood still, listening, but could hear nothing. He reached over his back and grasped Sunclaw's hilt.

"Who dwells here?" Niv called out.

For a moment there was silence, broken only by the breeze. Finally a low growl answered from behind one boulder.

Slowly, Cade placed Harmony down and drew his Dreamblade. The crystal hissed and shone in the sunlight.

"Show yourself," he demanded.

The growl came again. From behind the boulder, stepped out a heavy wolf with maggoty fur, red eyes, and long fangs that dripped drool. It was large as a horse, decaying and cruel. 

A wolf of Nightmare.

It made a sound halfway between a growl and a laugh. "Here I am: Baelish the Wolf of Kar." Its voice was deep as thunder.

Niv took a step toward it. Her hair swayed in the breeze and her eyes, which had seemed so gentle to Cade, now burned with fury and ancient power.

"Dog of Phobetor!" called the goddess of Dream, and her voice rang upon the mountains, and Cade almost bowed to her presence. "This is the realm of Yor, King of Dream. Return to your master now, I command you, and never revisit this place."

Maggots rustled through the wolf's decaying fur. The creature laughed a terrible, deep laugh. Drool dripped down its chin and landed, steaming, on the ground. "Princess Niv!" it said, a voice like an echo, its deepness unearthly. It laughed again. "Phobetor the Fearsome sends his regards." It snarled, eyes burning. When it spoke again, its voice was deeper and more terrible than before, burning with hatred. "The reign of Ælor, whom you call Yor, is over. Phobetor is returning to Eloria to reclaim his birthright. For too long has my master lived in banishment while the Twig Eater walks among the mountains. The seasons are changing." The wolf tossed back its head and howled to the skies, and the mountain itself trembled. "Phobetor the Fearsome is true king of these lands, and none but he commands me!" 

Though every fiber in his body screamed in terror, Cade took a step toward the wolf, Dreamblade in hand. His heart hammered so hard, he thought it would burst from his chest, and blood pounded in his ears. I've lived through war; I've survived more than anyone should, he told himself. I can face this wolf.

"Step aside, Wolf of Kar," he said slowly, not knowing where he mustered the courage. "We've come for laceleaf. We will have the plant."

For Dream. And for Earth, and everyone in it.

The wolf stared at Harmony with taunting eyes. "She will be Loor's pet. You cannot save her." It raised its gaze to meet Cade's eyes. It smirked. "So Tam has carved a new Dreamblade. Come! I hunger for mortal flesh." It opened its mouth wide, drool dripping, and a terrible growl left its throat. It leapt at Cade.

Cade swung Sunclaw. As the crystal blade cut through fur and wolf-flesh, Baelish's teeth sunk into Cade's shoulder. He cried in pain. The wolf howled and laughed. Dimly, Cade was aware of Starlight and Niv clawing at the creature. Pain overwhelmed him and the wolf tugged, digging its teeth into him. Cade pulled Sunclaw free and swung again, and light exploded.

All thought faded.

He hit the ground with a thud.

Effulgence filled his eyes, blinding him. He could see and hear nothing. He lay breathing slowly, deeply.

"Cade!" came a dim voice from above. It seemed miles away. "Cade, can you hear me?"

He opened his eyes but saw only feathery light and a thousand swiveling stars. He felt a soft hand clasp his hand. The hand of Niv, the elk-daughter.

"Cade...."

Hot tears fell against his face, and he gasped for breath. The blinding light pulled back like a curtain, and he saw before him blooming flowers and butterflies strewn through blond hair. There above him gazed the eyes of Princess Niv, soft brown deeper than the most ancient forest.

Tasha sat on the goddess's shoulder. When she saw Cade open his eyes, she leapt onto his chest and hugged him. "You dummy," the mouse said. "You almost got yourself killed."

Cade pushed himself up and saw that the body of Baelish lay, seared and bleeding, upon the steppe. Sunclaw lay beside the corpse, covered in black Nightmare blood.

"Where is Harmony?" he asked urgently, and then saw her. The pegacat lay among the laceleaf, still bloated and gray. Starlight leaned above her, feeding her from the bright green leaves.

Cade stepped forward. He leaned over Harmony. Laceleaf filled her mouth, but she would not swallow. Cade worked Harmony's jaw with his fingers, helping her chew.

"Eat it, Harmony," he whispered, caressing the clammy dark fur. "It will heal you."

Suddenly Harmony took a ragged breath. Her eyes shot open.

"Cade!" she cried. "Starlight!"

Both Cade and Starlight let out sobs. Tears ran down Cade's cheeks. Niv stood behind them, weeping, while Tasha watched silently from atop Niv's shoulder.

"Eat the leaves, Harmony," Cade said softly, and shed tears as she chewed. Held in his arms, Harmony ate, and the grayness left her fur, and her scales dropped off, and goodness refilled her eyes.

"Starlight!" she sobbed and leapt onto her sister and hugged her. The pegacats held each other, weeping onto each other's shoulders. Niv knelt by them and embraced them.

Cade fell onto his back and gazed into the sky. His right hand reached out and grasped the hilt of his Dreamblade.

* * * * *

They burned Baelish's body in the evening. It raised a black fire upon the steppe, from which rose foul smoke like a pillar. Sitting on Cade's shoulder, Tasha wrinkled her nose at the smell, struggling to hold down her lunch. It smelled like burned plastic and gasoline.

"This is an evil fire and an evil smoke," she said. "It smells like nothing I've ever smelled here." She coughed.

Beneath the stench of the fire, she could still scent the laceleaf, a smell of freshness and healing energy. I have an idea. With a twitch of her whiskers, Tasha leapt off Cade's shoulder and darted toward the laceleaf. She placed the iron ring, which had cursed Harmony, among the leaves. With a soft light, it transformed into a simple wooden ring.

I knew it.

"Its evil is gone," she said, ran back to Cade, and climbed onto his shoulder. "It smells healthy now." She placed the wooden ring around her neck, feeling its good magic spread through her. "Let Loor know that I've destroyed his token."

"Hold onto that ring, stout mouse," Niv said, butterflies in her hair. "The plant's magic is in it still, and you can use it to combat future poison by Loor." The princess gazed into the black flames that rose from Baelish's carcass. "Phobetor will hear of his wolf being slain," she cautioned. "Chief of the six Incubi was Baelish, and dear to his master. This smoke can be seen for miles. Let us leave this place."

The princess began walking back down the mountain, back toward Butterfly Valley. Cade, Tasha, and the pegacats followed.

"Tell me about Loor," Tasha said as they walked. "How did he get this evil curse?"

Niv looked at her, her eyes troubled and sad. The butterflies in her hair closed their wings, as if wilting at only the name of Loor.

As they walked down the mountain, the Princess of Dream sang from the Dreamsong.



In Dream, beauty blossomed aside sadness

as Galgev bemoaned the fall of Phobetor his son

In time he begot another son

a son with Maninav

the goddess of flowers, his wife

They named their son Loor

which means "beloved" in Elorian

for he was beloved by all

more than there are leaves in Autumn Forest

or sand grains upon Seashell Shore

Loor was born with the head of a fox

like his father

but his head lacked fur

and was coated only with gray, wrinkled skin

His body was frail and gangly

and his appearance caused flowers to wilt

and unicorns to flee

Some say that Loor was born so

for a curse of Winived

the banished ghost woman



Niv fell silent, and a tear streamed down her cheek. The evening's golden light glistened on her cascading blond hair. Harmony, walking by her princess, raised her voice and continued to sing.



Loor, god of sadness!

How we have prayed for joy upon you

Loor, sad god of Dream

left the kingdom of Eloria

and traveled to find his half-brother

to find Phobetor, the son of his father

to find a new home

Dressed in black robes

he found the land of Nightmare

found a place to belong

When Phobetor saw his twisted half-brother

he embraced this god with the head of a furless fox

and gave him a palace atop a mountain of flame

and made Loor a Lord of Nightmare

There Loor lives

even unto this day

above the fires and monsters of Kar

a god of bitterness and shame



It was growing dark around them, and the sun was sinking behind the mountains. The flowers were closing for night. They reached Butterfly Valley in the darkness, and Niv took the first watch. Tasha fell instantly asleep, the ring around her neck, comforting her. She had never been so weary.

In the morning, they fed upon honeydew and nectar as butterflies fluttered around them and flowers bloomed.

"You must leave now," Niv said. "The journey is still long, and danger grows."

Cade nodded and rose to his feet. He smoothed his woodsman clothes, the enchanted clothes of Galgev, and straightened the Dreamblade strapped over his back. Tasha sat as ever on his shoulder, holding her ring. If I meet Loor, I'm going to shove this ring down his throat. Even a mouse can carry a weapon; this one is mine.

"Princess Niv," she said, "thank you for everything. I hope to see you again in better days."

The goddess smiled, a smile as warm as sunlight and as beautiful as anything in Dream. "Before you leave, I have gifts for you," she said and stepped toward a golden chest which lay among the flowers. From the chest, she took a wineskin and a breadbox. "These will always be full of drink and food," she said, handing the gifts to Cade. "They will provide for you in the bleak lands of Nightmare."

As Cade walked into the distance, leaving Butterfly Valley behind, shivers ran along Tasha's spine. The bleak lands of Nightmare. Yes, that was where they headed.

She looked at the pegacats who walked beside Cade.

"Thank you," she said to them, "for coming with us."

Starlight, black and sparkly like stars at midnight, smiled. Harmony, white and golden as dawn, flapped her wings and kissed Tasha gently on the head.

Cade checked his compass and breathed deeply. Tasha on his shoulder, the pegacats at his sides, he kept walking into the horizon.













Chapter Thirteen

The Begemmed City









They rested that noon in fields of grass and jasmines in the shade of a chestnut tree. Cade opened the magical breadbox and delicious smells tickled his nose. He pulled out wheels of cheese, grainy bread speckled with sesame and sunflower seeds, a host of vegetables, a stick of butter wrapped in paper, chickpeas, and walnuts. The breadbox even produced cutlery, and from the wineskin poured sweet apple wine. He shared the food and drink with the pegacats and Tasha.

For several days, they walked through forests of dogwood, maple, and birch, eating from the breadbox and drinking from the wineskin. Bluebells covered the forest floor like a carpet. They traveled through the forest for two days, singing songs as they walked, and talking about many things. How much farther is Nightmare? Cade wondered. We've gone so far, but the land seems endless. He placed his hand in his pocket and felt the small golden bottle.

One day, as they were walking between the trees, Cade saw beams of light ahead. The light glistened like golden faery powder, a holy light. He could hear a soft song in the breeze and smell flowers.

He paused.

"What is this place?" he whispered.

Starlight and Harmony paused too and gazed to the golden light.

"Caterpillar Meadow," Harmony said softly, her voice awed. Cade had never seen her so solemn.

"Queen Alandria's home," Starlight whispered.

Cade felt a tremble pass through him. He could feel his heart beat, and strangely, tears filled his eyes. Alandria. Queen of Dream. Maninav had awed him, so had Niv, and their holiness still haunted him... but here dwelled the greatest goddess, the true Mother of Dream.

They took hushed steps into the light. The curtains of golden rays parted, and they found themselves in a meadow. Bindweed, milkweed, and many flowers Cade could not name grew here. Chubby caterpillars with stripes of all color lived upon the plants, chomping relentlessly. Ladybugs fluttered from flower to flower.

The words of the Dreamsong returned to Cade, the words the lightdragons had sung.



He fed upon the bindweed and milkweed

and lay upon carpets of goldenrod and bluebells



Cade gazed around him at the flowers and caterpillars, awed by the beauty and solemnity of the place. The birthplace of Queen Alandria.



There, in Caterpillar Meadow

as Yor rested

sunlight fell upon the flowers

and a sylvan was born of light and petals

and she was named Alandria

Yor beheld her beauty

and made her his wife amid the flowers



"There!" Harmony whispered. "Ahead!" The white pegacat paused, staring forward, golden mottles of light on her milky fur. Tears filled her eyes.

Cade followed her gaze and saw a woman of light walking among the flowers. Her clothes were woven of blossoms, and her skin glittered with golden and blue sparkles. Emeralds chinked around her neck, and sapphires hung from her long pointy ears. A halo of fireflies lit her head, and her hair was woven of light itself. She was Alandria, Queen of Dream, and she was holy, so holy they hesitated to approach her.

She saw them, turned toward them, and smiled. Her teeth seemed made of pearls, and she hovered toward them over the field of flowers.

"Hello travelers," she spoke in a sweet voice. Damselflies hovered around her head, and the scent of flowers and wonder clung to her. She leaned forward and kissed Cade's forehead, her lips warm and soft. "Bless thee, child of Earth," she whispered.

Cade bowed his head. "Thank you, Your Majesty."

She placed her hands on his shoulders. Light filled her eyes and flowers bloomed around her. "All our hope lies with you and your quest, Cade, and I am glad... for I see now that we have chosen the right hero." She smiled a smile of such warmth, that Cade felt weak in the knees. "I am glad to have met you, Cade." The queen smiled at Tasha, who sat on his shoulder. "And I see that you have a stout companion, a girl who will yet prove her worth."

Suddenly she held a helmet and shield inlaid with diamonds. The diamonds covered the helmet and shield, bright like sunlight on the waters of Seashell Shore.

"Take these, Cade," she said, her smile the kindest he'd ever seen. Cade took the gifts. They were as light as silk. Among the flowers and caterpillars, fireflies hovering around him, he placed the helmet on his head and strapped the shield over his back.

Alandria laughed softly, a laugh of pure joy. The dragonflies and fireflies seemed to laugh with her. It was a laugh for the beauty of life.

"Nothing can cleave a diamond," she said. "The road will become more perilous as you approach Nightmare. May these protect you on your journey."

She turned to leave, then paused, turned back, and kissed his cheek. "All our hope lies with you," she whispered into his ear. "I await your return, Child of Earth."

She turned and, laughing again, leapt across the flowers until she disappeared into beams of light.

* * * * *

They left Caterpillar Meadow and walked through the forest for several days, sleeping among the trees. Past the forest, they traveled across raspberry fields, flowery meadows where moose herded, and grassy hills. Streams ran between the hills, the wind moved the grass, and white clouds floated in the sky. Boulders carved into the shape of pegacats--fifty feet tall each--perched upon the hilltops. The great stones reminded Cade of Easter Island.

"Ooh, pegacats!" Harmony said, pointing at the colossal statues. The figures seemed old and beaten by ages of wind, and moss covered the white stone. "Somebody carved us. That one looks like me!"

Starlight examined the pegacat boulders. "Elorians carved these," the dark pegacat said. "Thousands of years ago."

Tasha pulled a Golden Delicious apple from the breadbox, which peeked from Cade's backpack. She sat atop the box, chewing it. "Who are the Elorians?" she asked.

"A people who used to live in these lands," Starlight said. "They migrated west many ages ago."

When the morning mist cleared, Cade beheld mountains soaring in the north and south. White stones speckled the hills, and flowers and trees grew between ancient ruins and crumbled walls. Old cities once stood here, he surmised; they were nothing more than bits and pieces now, peeking from the grass, beaten smooth by ages of wind.

Cade admired the beauty of mountains, birds, and grass, but felt loneliness. He was thankful that Tasha and the pegacats were with him. Otherwise, the loneliness in these great, empty lands would have become unbearable. They walked for five more days, sleeping under the stars, eating from the breadbox and drinking from the wineskin. The grassy hills seemed to undulate forever, misty and sweet scented. I wish I could walk here forever, Cade thought. I wish I never had to reach Nightmare. Every night, the stars glowed and comets shots across the heavens.

"This land seems untouched by Phobetor," Tasha said on the sixth day. "I smelled just faint evil several times, old tracks, nothing more."

Starlight looked over the land into the horizon. "Phobetor is just scouting the land now. He will attack the key locations first. He already claimed the bridge and Ral Badar, and set a guard upon the laceleaf. But when the true invasion comes it will be swift and brutal, and these lands will fall too."

Cade shivered. Phobetor's scouts had been bad enough. He could barely imagine an entire army of such creatures. He looked at his compass. "How far are we from Nightmare?"

Starlight looked at him, yellow eyes glinting. "I don't know. I've never been this far from home."

Harmony shivered. "I don't want to go to Nightmare."

"None of us do," Tasha said. "But even more than I hate the thought of entering Nightmare, I hate the thought of Nightmare coming here."

They traveled for several more days across the hills until they reached farmlands. Cade gazed in wonder. He had been traveling through Dream for months now, had journeyed across thousands of miles. Aside from Galgev's garden, he had never seen anything but wild country until now. The sight of tilled land filled him with memories of home, of Earth. They walked through fields of golden wheat. 

"What god lives here?" Cade asked the pegacats.

"It was not a god of dream who sowed these fields," Starlight said. "No Dreamgods live so far west. These must be the fields of the Elorians."

"They are people who resemble the mortals from your world," Harmony said, "but instead of hair, they have heads of fluffy feathers."

"They have several kingdoms in these lands," Starlight added, "but their loyalties lie with Yor, the greatest king of all Dream."

They walked for a moment in silence through the fields of swaying, whispering wheat. The stalks were as tall as Cade's shoulder, heavy with grains, and a fresh smell filled the air. The earth was rich and crumbly. Cade spotted several farmhouses, tall and wooden, in the distance.

"In the old days," Starlight said quietly, "Elorian kings would visit Hidden Valley Ridge to speak with Yor. We saw them then, but never visited their lands. They have not visited us in many years. Phobetor is strong here--he gains strength the closer we get to Nightmare--and the Elorians have been fighting him."

Cade reached over his shoulder and caressed the pommel of Sunclaw, the pommel shaped like Windwhisper, Guardian of Dream. He did not like the thought of entering lands where Phobetor's power was great. He remembered the red snakes and shivered. Harmony seemed to read his mind and cuddled against him.

They had walked all day when Tasha said, "There is something strange."

"What is that, Tash?" Cade asked.

"We've seen many farms. But the farmhouses themselves are all locked. I haven't seen a single farmer. It's as if everyone is hiding."

Cade pursed his lips. "What do you make of this, Starlight?"

Starlight thought for a moment. "I hesitate to say. Galgev or Tam would know; they are wise in these matters. Can you smell evil here, Tasha?"

"I haven't stopped smelling evil since we entered the farmlands," the mouse said. "It's everywhere here. And I smell fear too."

For a moment they walked in eerie silence, Tasha's words hanging in the air.

Suddenly they paused. In the distance, they could see black figures leaping fast.

"Down!" Cade said.

They crouched amid the wheat. The only sound was the breeze and the creak of swaying stalks. Ants and beetles ran across the earth as if fleeing. Slowly, Cade drew Sunclaw and gripped the hilt.

"Tash," he whispered, "climb up a stalk and tell me what you see."

Tasha scurried up a stalk and stared west, whiskers twitching. She turned her head back toward them.

"Monsters," she whispered. "At least twenty of them. Ugly ones too."

Harmony whimpered.

"Are they moving toward us?" Cade asked.

Tasha stared into the west. "No. They're cutting across us. Now they're turning north. They look like giant insects, the height of men. They leap forward, moving fast."

Starlight nodded. "The full invasion of Dream is close now. Phobetor is arranging his pieces for attack."

Cade could hear the creatures in the distance. They yelped horrible, echoing cries like a hammer against a sheet of aluminum. They crashed through the wheat. Cade dared not peek.

After several moments, the sounds faded and Tasha announced that the monsters were gone. Cade rose from the stalks but kept Sunclaw drawn. They kept walking.

They lay down to sleep in the fields that night, hidden by the stalks, and by noon the next day, they saw a mountain in the distance. Atop the mountain shone many lights.

"What is that?" Cade asked, gazing at the lights. The mountain seemed covered with gems.

"The Begemmed City!" Starlight breathed. "Galgev has spoken of it. Great kings of Elorians have ruled here for many years."

"I'd like to visit it," Cade said. "It's on our way, and they might have news of Phobetor."

As they drew closer to the city, Cade saw white walls, towers, and purple banners. The city sparkled like a cluster of stars, its marble steeples inlaid with gems. Flags bearing Yor's likeness flew from temples upon the mountain.

The fields ended, and a cobble road led across grassy earth toward the city. Weeds and grass grew between the cobbles. The road was empty.

"Few people have walked here recently," Tasha said, sniffing. "Those who did smelled of fear."

Starlight nodded. "Phobetor is great here."

Cade shielded his eyes against the sun and gazed toward the Begemmed City. Behind the glitter of its jewels and marble, he saw no one. Mighty was the Begemmed City and fair to behold, but graveness lay upon it this day.

Tasha dug her claws into Cade's shoulder. "Monsters! Close!"

Cade spun around. There, behind them. Two great lizards like wingless dragons, fifteen feet tall, raced forward. One was black as pitch, the other red as lit coals, and each had eyes of burning flame, cruel beaks, and seven horns. Their scaly legs, long and thin as stilts, pounded against the earth as they raced toward Cade.

He paled.

"Golgamath and Kelra," Starlight whispered in horror. "Father and Mother of Terror; Phobetor's pets from his deepest pits."

"Incubi," Harmony whimpered.

"To the city!" Cade shouted.

He began to run with all his might. He could hear the monsters howl behind, ethereal cries like wobbling saws. The pegacats flew at his side, butterfly wings fluttering. Harmony whimpered as she flew, praying feverishly in Elorian. Bloodred clouds spread across the sky, and lightning flashed; the monsters brought storm and darkness with them.

The city gates were high and strong, carved of heavy wood reinforced with iron. Guards stood atop the walls, burnished helmets upon their heads, bows in their hands. Their robes were woven of purple and gold.

"Open the gates!" Cade called, running toward them.

He glanced over his shoulder. The beasts were close now, snapping their beaks, their eyes flaming and crackling in their leathery heads. Pus and lava dripped down their maws. I have never seen anything so horrifying. Cade kept running, and the monsters kept gaining on them, yet the gates did not open.

"Why won't they open the gates?" Tasha panted.

"They don't want to let the monsters in," Starlight said. "None dare face Golgamath the Black and Kelra the Red! To see the Mother and Father is death."

They reached the closed gates, the Incubi close behind. The dark red clouds covered the sky, cloaking the world in darkness, blazing with lightning. The forms of mocking faces filled the clouds, laughing with thunder, raining burning coals like comets. Cade spun around, drawing Sunclaw with a hiss and gleam of light. Golgamath and Kelra were a hundred yards away and coming closer, beaks snapping and screeching. Cade could smell their stench, a stench like sewage and spoiled meat.

Arrows whizzed above Cade's head, glinting in the lightning. He looked up. The guards on the walls were firing upon the wingless dragons. Cade held his breath, hope springing in him... but the arrows snapped against the monsters' scales. The faces in the clouds laughed, and flaming coals landed around Cade, whistling, burning holes into the ground.

Cade raised Sunclaw. The crystal blade glittered, nearly overpowered in the darkness and fire, but still gleaming. It seemed so small compared to the beasts' claws and fangs, but Cade held it firmly. "We'll have to face them ourselves."

"It's hopeless!" Tasha said. A burning coal shot past them, hit the ground, and disappeared underground; Cade felt the heat singe him.

He tightened his lips, though fear pounded through him, roiling his stomach and making his fingers tremble. "Then we'll die fighting."

A commotion came from atop the walls. "Starlight and Harmony!" the guards cried above. "The pegacats are here!" One of the raining coals hit a guard's helmet, burned through the metal, and the man fell dead upon the walls.

Golgamath and Kelra, Father and Mother of Terror, reached them. The scaly Incubi towered above Cade, dewlaps flapping from their gangly necks, lava dripping from their beaks to burn into the ground. Their claws were like daggers, their legs longer than Cade's full height. They shrieked so loudly that the world trembled.

"Cade!" they screeched, an unearthly sound, like a word formed by shattering glass. "Cade, we have come for you." Raining coals crashed against Cade's diamond helmet, ricocheted off, and blazed against the ground.

Then come and get me, Cade thought, unable to speak, teeth gritting against the heat and horror

Golgamath the Black thrust his beak toward Cade. Wincing, Cade raised his diamond shield. He cried out as the beak slammed against the shield. Sparks rose as from a bonfire, blinding him, and pain shot up Cade's arm. His heart raced, and he had never felt such agony. My shoulder is dislocated, he realized, trembling, terror filling him. He felt faint.

"The pegacats have arrived!" the guards cried above. "Open the gates."

The Incubi howled, that ethereal sound like wobbling metal. Cade pulled his arm, popped it back in, and screamed in anguish. Tasha and the pegacats were screaming too.

Kelra the Red thrust her serrated beak. Trembling with fear and agony, Cade swung Sunclaw, and Kelra pulled back, hissing and drooling lava. Droplets of the flaming drool hit Cade's armor, splashing onto his hands, and he screamed as his hands burned. No. These are the hands of Talon. I will not let these hands carry scars too. I won't let it happen again. For just a moment, the anger overpowered his pain.

Kelra kicked her clawed leg, hitting Cade's shield, raising a shower of sparks. The impact tossed Cade to the ground. Kelra screeched to the sky, spraying lava spit, her eyes aflame. The world shook and cracks ran along the earth. Burning coals rained from the mocking clouds, landing on Cade, blackening his armor. One coal burned against his thigh, raising smoke, searing his flesh. Kelra kicked again, hitting Cade's side. He tumbled through the air, hit the ground, and rolled. Pain, horror, and dizziness saturated him.

"Tasha!" he cried in anguish, grimacing. More coals rained.

The gates creaked open and knights poured out, swords raised. They rushed toward the creatures. "For the pegacats!" they cried. "For Yor!"

A voice spoke in Cade's ear. "I'm here, Cade. Get up! On your feet!" It was Tasha, Cade realized through the dizziness and pain.

Trembling, his wounds burning, Cade struggled to his feet. Not knowing from where he gathered the strength, he raised Sunclaw, and the blade glimmered. No, I will not die today. His Dreamblade blazed with light, and the Incubi of Phobetor winced and screamed, blinded by its glare. Cade swung the sword at Golgamath. The crystal blade sliced through scales, and black blood sprayed like a fountain. The creature screamed and hit the ground with a thud, sending cracks to race across the earth.

"Finish him off, Cade!" Tasha screamed at the top of her lungs. "Get him!"

Bleeding and screeching, spraying ooze and lava, Golgamath struggled to rise. Cade slammed Sunclaw down, severing Golgamath's head.

The world shook. Pieces of the wall broke and slammed against the earth.

"Look, Cade!" Tasha shouted through the fury of shrieking coals, thundering clouds, and screaming. "The other one is trying to get into the city."

Clutching his bloody Dreamblade, Cade looked up. Kelra the Red was trying to reach the gateway, to enter the city, but two dozen knights held her back with swords, a wall of steel. Screeching with fury, the Mother of Terror leapt onto the city walls and began to climb, her claws digging into the bricks. The knights' arrows snapped against her scales. The coals shrieked across the sky, burning the grass, leaving the earth full of holes and smoke and flame.

"If she gets into the city, she'll eat everyone inside!" Harmony said, fluttering by Cade. Ash covered the pegacat, turning her gray. A coal streaked toward her, and she leapt aside just in time; the comet seared the tip of her tail.

Starlight nodded, flying toward Cade. "Only Dreamblades can kill an Incubus," the black pegacat said. She stared at Cade, golden eyes gleaming. "It's up to you."

Cade took a deep breath. The pegacats at his sides, he ran through the gateway into the city. People were fleeing around him, and the houses burned as the blazing coals rained. Inside, a stairway led up the city walls. Cade raced up and looked over the parapets. Kelra was there, climbing the wall. Thunder rolled and lightning lit the roiling black clouds.

"Cade!" rumbled the faces in the clouds, grinning, mocking. "Cade, you cannot flee Nightmare."

Cade clutched his Dreamblade. No, but I can still fight it, he thought, tightening his lips... then leapt off the wall and landed on Kelra's back.

"You're crazy!" Tasha screamed, clinging to Cade's shoulder.

Cade clung onto Kelra's scaly neck. The great lizard howled, flames rising from her eyes. Cade slid down her back until he was holding her spiked, lashing tail. The scales cut his hands, but he refused to let go.

"Off the wall!" he shouted, hanging onto the tail, pulling with all his might. His legs pushed against the wall.

"You'll kill us both, Cade!" Tasha shouted.

Kelra the Red slid down a few feet. Then a few feet more. Whenever she tried to lash at Cade, he swung Sunclaw, driving the beak back. The lava dripped from her beak, splashing against his armor, fizzing and smoking. He kept pulling her down the wall.

"I won't let you into the city!" Cade shouted, tugging the tail, straining his muscles.

When Kelra was near the ground, Cade drove Sunclaw into her back. Blood flew, the clouds shrieked, and lightning rent the world. The wingless dragon howled, then fell back dead. Cade tried to leap back, but was too slow.

Kelra fell upon him, burying him.

As coals shrieked and rained, blackness spread over Cade.

All consciousness faded.













Chapter Fourteen

The Princess









It's been a year already, Cade thought, looking out the round window to the runway. A year.

Tasha sat beside him, her seatbelt on, clutching her watercolors and sketchpad to her chest. Her eyes were closed. The flight attendant was describing the safety procedures, and Cade found himself almost wishing the plane would crash, fall into the sea and disappear forever. There was no pain underwater, no memories.

He looked at his sister. Her eyes were still closed. Her fists were clenched, her knuckles white.

And then the plane was racing, and they were airborne, the first time Cade and Tasha had ever flown. He looked out the window, and the houses and roads were soon so tiny, they looked like toys. How could it be? How could this city of pain, war, and blood look so small and insignificant? He could see pockets of destruction below, toppled buildings and smoking ruins. Home.

Mom and Dad. We're leaving them behind, buried in the earth of this place. He looked at Tasha, but his twin just sat still, fists clenched, eyes shut tightly.

When the flight attendant handed out meals, Tasha refused to open her eyes or acknowledge her, though Cade knew she was awake. Let her deal with her pain this way, if she must. Once we reach the new country, everything will be better.

When the flight attendant handed him his meal, he caught the woman glimpsing at his hands. He hated when people looked at his hands. She looked away quickly, as if nothing happened, but to Cade, that had been enough. He mumbled his thanks and unwrapped his meal. He could not eat any more than Tasha. He took a single bite, then spat it into his napkin. Leaning back, he stared out the window at the endless clouds, streaming clouds, white and blue and golden, floating, fleeing like currents into empty places where no thought or feeling lived.

"Things will be great," he told Tasha. She did not open her eyes or change expression. "I hear they have movie theaters with twenty screens, each one the height of a building. And they get all the great rock concerts. I know you love Poison. They're playing there next month. We should go."

She lowered her head. "Let me sleep, Cade." A tear streamed down her cheek.

"Okay, Tash." He looked out the window again. She wasn't even there. He shut his eyes, sudden anguish filling him. I have to take care of her, and she wasn't even there.

"Yes, thank you. I'm done." The flight attendant took his uneaten meal, and Cade closed his eyes and finally slept.

Like he slept now, a sleep of fatigue and aches.

Soft light fell upon his eyelids.

Cade tossed an arm over his eyes and moaned, waking up. Weariness lay upon him like a blanket. He lay in a soft bed, a pillow under his head. He rolled over. Am I back on Earth? he thought hazily. He smiled softly and prepared to fall back asleep... and then he remembered.

Golgamoth and Kelra.

Dream.

His quest.

His eyes snapped open, and Cade found himself in a room of marble walls bedecked with hyacinths and tapestries. Afternoon light fell through wooden windows. He lay in a large canopy bed, cleaned, his wounds bandaged. His Dreamblade and armor lay on a bedside table by a pot of dried roses and baby's breath.

"Good afternoon, Cade," Tasha said. The mouse was sitting on a second table upon a bowl of Golden Delicious apples, eating one. Her fur was cleaned and brushed.

"Good afternoon," Cade said. "Or gala tela, as they say here in Dream. I can't remember how I got here. What happened?"

"You nearly killed us, that's what happened," Tasha snapped. Then her voice softened and she smiled. "You also saved the Begemmed City." She hopped onto his shoulder. "You were banged up pretty badly; we got you to some healers just in time."

Cade sat up slowly in bed, his wounds still hurting. He stood up carefully, walked toward the window, and gazed upon the city. Marble houses, squares, fountains, and streets covered the hill, studded with gems. Banners bearing the images of gods flapped from temples and halls. Cade saw banners with the likeness of Yor, banners of Alandria, even banners bearing the images of the black and white pegacats, Starlight and Harmony.

"I'm glad I could help the city," he said to his sister. "It's a beautiful place." He thought back to his dream, those stifled memories, and shoved the thought aside. Don't think of that now.

"We're invited to a feast in your honor this evening," Tasha said, "with the king and queen and princess."

Cade stared at his sister. "A royal feast? In my honor?"

Tasha smiled. "You haven't heard the best part. You're going to be knighted."

Cade had to sit back down on the bed. "Knighted!"

"You're a hero now," Tasha said, "especially because you travel with the pegacats. They are revered here."

Cade shook his head in amazement. "Where are the pegacats? Sitting in a temple being worshiped?" He smiled.

Tasha grinned. "Bingo."

A knock came at the door. Two maids stood there, dressed in pearly dresses, feathers growing on their heads instead of hair. They smiled shyly at Cade and handed him bouquets of flowers.

"We have been bidden to show you to the bathing chamber, sir," one said.

He followed them down a hallway lined with burnished suits of armor and framed portraits of kings. They showed him to a stone bathing chamber. A bronze bath stood there between tables covered with soaps and brushes. The maids placed for him woolen clothes upon a dresser, and laid his helmet, shield, and Dreamblade atop them.

When they had left, Cade bathed for a long time. When his fingers were wrinkled, he grabbed a towel, stepped out of the bath, and dressed in the clothes the servants had laid out. They were woven of the finest wool and silk, dark green like forests, embroidered with golden thread that shone with soft light. He donned his helmet and shield, now polished and glittering, and strapped Sunclaw over his back.

"Well, Tash, do I look like a knight?" he asked, wiping steam off a tall mirror and examining himself.

Tasha shrugged. "You must have when battling those dragons. Now let's go get this knighting over with and be on our way."

Cade sighed. "Yes, we've spent a long time here already, and Phobetor grows stronger every day. We should leave soon. Still, I like it here, and I want to enjoy this day before we go." He placed the mouse on his shoulder. "I need the rest, Tash. I feel so tired and worried. I don't feel like battling any more monsters just yet."

"Nor do I," Tasha agreed. "You nearly gave me a heart attack, jumping off the wall like that."

Guards in burnished bronze breastplates awaited outside, their livery deep blue lined with silver. The guards accompanied them along hallways lined with statues and ornate vases. Soon they reached heavy cherry doors inlaid with silver running elks. The guards pushed the doors open to reveal a glittering hall.

Clarions blew, and one guard announced Cade's arrival to the hall of lords and ladies. "Cade the Incubus Slayer, Protector of the Begemmed City, Guardsman of Starlight and Harmony!"

Cade swallowed and stepped into the hall. Lords and ladies sat along a long table, dressed in silks and jewels. Long feathers of gold, raven, or wine red grew from their heads instead of hair. Some even had long beards of feathers. Minstrels played tunes in balconies overlooking the hall. Upon another balcony stood three dreamloomers, great tangles of glowing wire, humming and spinning orbs of dreams that floated out the windows like bubbles.

Three distinguished-looking Elorians sat at the head of the table upon high cherry seats.

"I crept in while you slept," Tasha whispered on Cade's shoulder. "The man with the long white beard is the king. The woman beside him is the queen." Both wore samite, jewels, and crowns. "The young woman at their side is their daughter, Princess Moonmist."

The princess seemed beautiful to Cade, so beautiful that for a moment he could not breathe. Her skin, soft and pale as cream, glowed with soft light. From her head grew long, gentle feathers of gold. She looked toward him and their eyes met. Her eyes were large and hazel. Beside the princess, upon raised seats topped with golden cushions, sat Starlight and Harmony.

"Kneel before the king first," Tasha whispered.

Cade knelt. The king stepped toward him, the rubies in his samite chinking. A smile creased the king's face, giving birth to a million wrinkles. He touched his sword to Cade's shoulders, knighting him "Sir Cade the Incubus Slayer, Defender of Dream."

"Rise, sir knight," said the king. "I thank you for defending our fair city and the holy pegacats of Goddess Niv."

It's a fairytale, Cade realized, the gems sparkling around him. He looked at the dreamloomers upon the balcony and the dreams they wove. This part of Dream is where fairytales come from, where fairytale dreams have always come from. Countless good dreams, for countless years, must have flowed to Earth from this place.

Princess Moonmist outreached her hands, her smile a spring day. "Sit beside us, dear knight," she said. "We've saved you a seat of honor."

Cade swallowed. His heart skipped a beat as he stepped forward.

Tasha on his shoulder, Cade sat between the princess and the pegacats. He could not help but sneak glances toward Princess Moonmist. She caught a few of his glances and smiled. She smelled of wild flowers and berries and mountain air.

A chef, carrying a ladle before him as a scepter, marched into the hall. Behind him, servants in livery carried trays of food: mushroom broths, salads, fried and seasoned potatoes, breads, and pies. They served heaps of food to every guest. The pegacats were served baskets of gems and strawberries.

The sun was setting by the time the feast ended.

"We'll spend the night," Cade told Tasha, "then head out in the morning."

As they rose from the table, Cade meant to return to his chambers. Princess Moonmist, however, approached him, her smile glittering like the emeralds sewn into her indigo gown and her necklace of sapphires. "Would you care to see the night gardens?" she asked.

She laid her hand upon his arm, and they walked through hallways of marble bedecked with sheaves of wheat strewn with wildflowers. A door of filigreed cherry led into a garden of green flowers, fountains, and marble benches. Fireflies danced between statues of elks with pearl eyes. The green flowers bloomed in the night, their centers glowing soft yellow.

Moonmist's hand on his arm, they walked through the garden, the flowers glowing around them. Cade heard a soft, ethereal song like wind pipes, and looked up to see the lightdragons. The creatures of delicate light, which he had first seen upon the lake so long ago, glided beneath the stars, singing the Dreamsong.

"The lightdragons!" Moonmist breathed. "I love when they visit in the night. They don't sing often. This is a special night."

Moonmist and Cade lay down upon the grass, among the flowers, and gazed into the sky, admiring the lightdragons. The beings swirled and glided above, leaving trails of light, singing softly, twirling, purple and yellow and green and blue.

"I haven't seen the lightdragons since leaving Seashell Shore," Cade said.

"You've been to Seashell Shore?" Moonmist asked with a gasp.

Cade nodded and told of his journeys from Seashell Shore, how he had wandered across Autumn Forest and seen Panda, how he had visited Butterfly Valley, Caterpillar Meadow, the Enchanted Garden, Sunflower Corner, Beluga Beach, and many other lands. He told of meeting the gods and goddesses of Dream. Of the purpose of his quest he did not speak, and he did not mention his battles with Phobetor's henchmen. Those best remain unspoken, he thought.

Moonmist gazed at him, eyes wide, mouth agape. "So many adventures," she said. "I wish I could see those lands some day." She sighed. "To see the Holy Waterfall where the pegacats live! To visit the Crystal Caves! I envy you, Sir Cade the Incubus Slayer."

Her eyes glowed, and Cade had never seen anyone so beautiful. As they lay in the grass, he touched the golden feathers on her head. She did not seem to mind, only smiled softly and watched the lightdragons above. He buried his nose in the feathers, to fully breathe in the scent. The feathers were long and soft, scented of flowers and fruit. He continued to stroke them for many moments, smelling the perfume on her neck, trailing his lips across her skin.

Moonmist continued to gaze upon the lightdragons, as if no longer aware of him... but their fingers found one another in the grass, and their hands came together. Cade sent his other hand to trail across her arm.

Tasha wisely crept away as Cade and Moonmist shared a small kiss... and another one... and then a long kiss under the sky. The lightdragons glided above them, leaving trails of soft light, singing.



In the land whence dreams come

Yor the elk and Alandria the sylvan

ruled with wisdom

sending dreams into the minds of sleepers

sending beauty into the world













Chapter Fifteen

The Vultures of Nightmare









Dawn rose, tickling his eyelids, and Cade rose from bed. He walked to the window and gazed upon the Begemmed City. Its marble spires and steeples glistened. I wish I could stay longer. I'd stay forever with Moonmist if I could.

He sighed and dressed in the traveler's clothes Galgev had given him. He strapped Sunclaw to his back, took his diamond shield, and placed his diamond helmet on his head. He checked the jeweled compass which hung around his neck. It pointed west. That way Phobetor waits. Cade gazed out the window, trying to imagine what Nightmare might look like. He did not like the thought.

A knock came on the door. Cade opened it to reveal the king of the city, surrounded by his servants and guards. The king wore a crown of gold and gems, jewels around his neck, and a ring on every finger. Gems were strewn through his feathery beard. Princess Moonmist stood there too, dressed in saffron silks, flowers in her hair. Starlight and Harmony hovered around the princess, flapping their wings.

"Your Highness," Cade said.

"Sir Cade," said the king, "my daughter tells me you intend to leave this morning. I request that you remain. Our city could use your service."

Cade looked at Princess Moonmist, who smiled at him, beautiful in the morning light.

"Stay with us!" she said.

I wish I could, Cade thought. He remembered the softness of Moonmist's lips, the touch of her hand, the scent of her skin and feathers. He desired little more than to stay with her. Maybe I should stay, he thought. This is a strong city, and we can defend Dream from here. We can lure Phobetor to us, and I can use the bottle when he arrives.

He took a deep breath. He was happy here, and if he wanted to stay and fight, with Moonmist, who would stop him? But when he looked at Starlight and Harmony, he sighed. The gods of Dream had sent him on a quest--a quest into the depths of Nightmare. As terrifying as that quest might be, and as tempting as Moonmist was, Cade could not rescind his promise to Windwhisper. He had agreed to travel into horror and darkness and capture Phobetor. He would follow that through.

Starlight seemed to read his mind. "Cade cannot remain in the Begemmed City," she said to the king. "He has a path to follow, and the path winds on."

The king nodded, eyes lowered, and sadness seemed to weigh heavy upon his stooped shoulders. "It is not my task to question the gods' wisdom. I do not know if our city can stand eternal, but I trust in my gods. If Starlight the pegacat says that Cade must continue on his journey, though I do not know its purpose, so it must be."

The king, queen, princess, and all the nobles of the city accompanied Cade out of the palace. They walked with him through the white city, down the marble roads, as throngs of people tossed flowers before them. When they passed by the stables, the king's servants fetched a black stallion called Eclipse.

"Take this destrier," said the king. "He is the finest beast in my stables, sure and quick of foot, and will take you safely to wherever you go."

The horse nodded and tossed his mane. "It will be my pleasure, Sir Cade. Climb onto my back." The horse had a noble voice, deep and beautiful. His mane glittered white like the Milky Way.

Before mounting the horse, Cade caught Moonmist's eyes. The two looked at each other for a moment, and then Moonmist embraced him. She kissed his cheek.

"Be safe, Cade," she whispered, eyes moist. "Be careful, wherever the gods send you. Come back and visit. I will be waiting."

"I'll come back," he whispered.

Riding on Eclipse, he left the city, heading into fields still burned from the battle. The pegacats flew at his sides and Tasha sat on his shoulder. Purple mountains soared in the horizons, rising from misty forests.

"I'll miss the city," Harmony said. "I liked being pampered. I wish I could stay."

Cade looked over his shoulder. Princess Moonmist stood upon the city walls, waving, flowers in her feathers. And I'll miss Moonmist. He had never felt so enamored with a girl. He vowed to return to see her.

"Goodbye, Moonmist," he whispered. Harmony seemed to notice his sadness and kissed his cheek.

"You will see her again some day," the white pegacat whispered.

They rode into the distance, through fields of wheat, until day turned to night, and they lay down to sleep under the stars. As Cade lay on his back, watching the skies, a cold wind blew. He had never felt so cold in Dream before. They were getting close to Phobetor.

* * * * *

In the dawn, Cade opened his breadbox to find a lavish breakfast, complete with blueberry pancakes, cheeses, and apple muffins. They all ate silently. Cade fed Eclipse apples, watermelon slices, and cubes of sugar. The horse ate from the grass as well.

They set out, pink wisps of dawn spreading over the eastern sky, soon becoming purple blots fading into blue. The fields gave way that afternoon to a forest of twisted oaks. The trees grew tall, and curtains of pale lichen hung from the boughs. Acorns covered the forest floor. The land was silent save for the whisper of swaying lichen, and all colors were gray, faded brown, and dark green.

They lay down to sleep that night among the oaks.

"Can I build a fire?" Harmony pleaded. "I'm cold, and I want to roast acorns."

Starlight shook her head. "No fire, Harmony. We can't risk anyone seeing the smoke or flame."

Harmony pouted. "Oof! I want roasted acorns!"

"There's plenty of cheese, olives, and breads in the breadbox," Cade said.

Harmony covered her nose with her paw. "Those cheeses stink, and I hate olives. I want roasted acorns, and I'm cold."

Cade hugged himself. Indeed it was cold this night, colder than any night on his journey so far.

"You can share my cloak," Cade said. "It'll keep us warm."

Harmony pouted but said no more. Tasha and the pegacats huddled up against Cade that night, sharing his cloak. Eclipse stood under an oak tree, snoring softly. When it was Cade's turn to guard, he stood by Eclipse, hopping from leg to leg to keep warm, his hands tucked under his armpits.

As he guarded, he heard terrible howls from the north. They sounded like the howls of wolves, not the noble wolves of Dream, but feral ones of malice. Cade shuddered when he remembered Baelish, the Wolf of Kar. More pets of Phobetor are swarming through these woods. He kept Sunclaw drawn as he guarded.

In the morning, they found wolf tracks surrounding their camp. Some wolves had come to within twenty yards of where they had slept. The tracks smoked and smelled foul to Tasha. "Nightmare things," the mouse said.

"The howling we heard came from far north," Cade said. "These tracks came close and were silent, as if they were spying on us."

They all stared at the tracks in silence. Finally Eclipse tossed his mane and stamped his hoofs. "Phobetor spies! Cade, what is this quest you're on? Tell me."

Cade sighed. "I can't do that, Eclipse. It would endanger your life."

Eclipse nodded thoughtfully and slowly. "It has something to do with the war against Nightmare, something important, doesn't it? No, don't say a thing. I understand."

They walked through the forest all that day, and all the next day, and soon a week had gone by, and the forest rolled on. They walked in silence, each within his or her own thoughts, gazing at the acorns and wisps of mist that wafted through the forest. It was a time of introspection and wariness, like the silence before a storm. Walking through the dreamland, Cade thought of his home, of Earth, and wondered if he'd ever see it again, if he could ever escape these lands beyond the world. And he thought of Moonmist. He missed her. For every acorn he saw strewn upon the ground, he remembered her smile.

It was not until the tenth day that the oaks gave way to great grassy plains.

"Finally!" Eclipse said when they emerged from the forest. "I don't want to see an oak ever again." His nostrils flared. "Ah, grassy plains! I am happy here. Come, now we gallop."

The pegacats sat before Cade on the saddle, and Eclipse burst into a gallop. The destrier was fast as a sports car, storming across the plains. Mountains rose and fell in the distance, and the grass became blurs of green. The fresh air slapped Cade's face and blew his hair back.

Harmony squealed in delight. "Faster, faster!"

Eclipse seemed never to tire. He galloped all day, and even at night did not wish to stop.

"I wish I could gallop all night," he said. "How I love to run!"

Cade smiled. "The king gave me the right horse."

They set camp in the grass, and Cade slept well that night. Tasha woke him before dawn, tugging his ear when it was his turn to guard. He stood in the night, and soon watched the sunrise stretch across the sky, kindling the soft clouds.

That day they galloped again, covering many miles, and they galloped for seven more days. As the miles blurred by, they crossed fields of poppies, hills of forget-me-nots and bluebells, and plains of clover with fluffy purple blossoms.

Then, on the eighth day after leaving the forest, they saw great cliffs rising ahead, a wall of stone stretching across the horizon. It reminded Cade of Anormaya, the wall in Autumn Forest where he had passed through Ral Badar. Eclipse galloped until they were close to the cliffs, then stopped. The cliffs soared over them, hundreds of feet high, casting a long shadow. The stone was smooth and white, and Cade could barely see the top. Looking up made him dizzy.

"Well, well," the horse said. "What should we do now?"

Cade turned to the pegacats. "Do you know anything about this cliff?"

Starlight examined it thoughtfully. "I have never been here," she said, "but I recall Galgev speaking of a great wall of stone far in the west, a sister to Anormaya. He said the wall runs forever, endlessly long, and that the only way across is to climb. He climbed it himself, he said." Starlight looked at the cliff. "I'm thinking this is the place."

Cade placed his palm against the cliff. The stone felt hot against his skin, though the air was cold. Was there truly no passageway?

"Starlight and I can fly and carry Tasha," Harmony said. "But we can't carry you, Cade. Or you, Eclipse. You're both too fat."

"I'll have to climb," Cade said and heaved a long sigh. He remembered the miniature axe he had found in Ral Badar, after trapping Cuanbet the Incubus with the tree trunk. He pulled the jeweled axe out of his backpack. "I'll use this to carve chinks."

He turned to face Eclipse. The destrier stared back, blue eyes sad.

"I guess this is goodbye," Eclipse said, "unless you can carry me."

Cade smiled sadly. "Unfortunately not, my friend." He hugged the horse's neck and kissed his cheek. "Goodbye, dear Eclipse. You've brought us far, but you can't help us beyond here. Say hello to Princess Moonmist and tell her that I hope to see her soon."

Eclipse nodded. "I will when I see her again, but I'm not returning to the Begemmed City yet. You are on an important quest. I don't know exactly what it is, but I can guess. I can't climb this wall, but I can run. They say this wall is endless? Perhaps. I will discover so myself." He tossed his mane. "I will run like I have never run, along this wall, and see if I can find a passageway. If I can, I hope to help you again."

With that, the horse took off, running along the wall into the distance. His hoofs kicked up dirt, and he moved as a black and white streak. Cade, Tasha, and the pegacats watched him go.

"I do hope to see him again," Harmony said. "I like his mane. It's the same color as my fur!"

Starlight nodded and bowed her head. "Eclipse of the Begemmed City is a noble soul, and a great follower of Yor."

Cade stared up the cliff and swallowed. He hated heights. With a deep breath, he hammered several chips into the cliff side. He placed his feet into two niches and his hand in another. Windwhisper never told me about this cliff; he must have forgotten I don't have wings. With a sigh, Cade pulled himself up and began to hammer out more cracks to grab.

He climbed for a long time.

He did not know for how long. He knew only that this was the most difficult time in his life. The ground soon became a distant dream, and whenever he looked down, his head spun and cold sweat washed him. His muscles ached, his head hurt, and always the distant ground taunted him, spinning. The pegacats hovered behind him, pushing against him lest he lost his balance. But he knew that they were not strong enough to catch him if he fell.

Soon his limbs ached so badly, he worried he'd lose his strength, lose his grip, and fall to his death. He stared up into the blinding sun. He had barely climbed half the cliff, and already exhaustion filled him.

"Harmony," he whispered, "can you hold up the wineskin to my lips?"

His fingers were chaffed and his nails cracked. Harmony, flapping her butterfly wings, pulled the wineskin from his backpack and held it to his lips. Honeyed milk poured into his mouth. It filled him with energy, and he hammered another chink and pulled himself up another foot.

Foot by foot. Could he reach the top before his strength died?

Wind gusted. Cade tightened his grip. The wind flapped his clothes and hair.

"Cade! Hold on!" Tasha said. Cade shut his eyes and tightened his lips. The wind blustered, then subsided.

Cade trembled. He had almost lost his grip. His heart hammered against his ribs. "I'm okay," he said, but just then another gust blew, stronger than the first. His left hand came loose, and Harmony screamed. Cade held on, head spinning. He reached out his left hand and grabbed the wall again.

"Harmony!" Starlight said. "Come here, beside me, we'll block the wind."

The pegacats flew to Cade's left, whence the wind blew, and spread their wings wide. The wind blew again, but the pegacats shielded Cade.

"Go on, Cade," Tasha urged, standing on Cade's shoulder. "You can do this."

Cade kept climbing as the wind blew. The pegacats hovered by him, blocking the wind, but they could no longer hover behind him, to push against him and support him. If he lost his balance now, there would be nobody to push him back against the wall. He tightened his lips and climbed. He needed to reach the top as fast as possible. Every moment here risked his life.

He dared not look down. The earth was so far now, and if he looked, his head would swirl and he'd fall to his death. If I fall now, I not only lose my own life, but the magical bottle will shatter, and Phobetor will conquer Dream and fill the nightmares of everyone on Earth. I can't die now.

He kept climbing, teeth clenched. He seemed to climb forever.

"We're two thirds done, Cade," Tasha eventually whispered into his ear. "You okay?"

Cade nodded. "I think so." Sweat drenched him. "I think I can make it."

He chiseled another chink in the cliff side and pulled himself up again, grunting with the effort... when a shriek came from above. Cade glanced up, saw a feathery creature swoop down, and pain exploded. A vulture flapped over his head, biting. Its foul odor, like bad breath, filled his nostrils.

"Starlight!" he called. The pegacats were already biting and clawing at the vulture. The creature shrieked and left Cade. The pegacats flapped onto it, scratching and hissing. Cade could not look. Blood dripped down his forehead. Feathers and fur flew, and the vulture plummeted down, dead. Cade watched it fall and glimpsed the distant ground. His head spun and he clung to the wall, shaking.

"Cade," Tasha said, "can you hold on?"

Cade nodded weakly, his arms trembling from weakness and fear. His heart hammered. "Yes, I'm--"

More shrieks came from above. Several more vultures came swooping down.

"Leave this place, scavengers of Kar!" Starlight shouted. "I command you as Starlight, pegacat of Eloria and servant of King Yor!"

"Yeah, go away!" Harmony said.

A vulture slammed into Cade. His legs lost hold, and he dangled by his arms. The vulture bit his left hand, and Cade was left holding on with one hand. Starlight and Harmony covered the vulture, biting and clawing. More vultures flew around them. The pegacats swooped from left to right. Fur and feathers and blood flew. The ground spun below.

"Hold on, Cade!" Tasha shouted. Cade's fingers were slipping. He kicked his legs and found a purchase. He swung his left arm, punching at the vultures.

One vulture, the largest and smelliest one, laughed. "You will die now, Cade of Earth," it hissed. "My master commands it."

Cade swung his axe. The vulture leapt aside, flew onto him, and flapped its wings.

"CADE!" Tasha screamed.

The vulture had knocked the mouse off Cade's shoulder.

"TASHA!"

The mouse was plummeting into the distance.

"Harmony!" Cade screamed.

"I see her!" the pegacat shouted back. She was already diving down.

"Die now, mortal," the vultures shrieked. Free from Harmony's claws and teeth, they attacked with new vigor. Their beaks slammed into Cade, and he shouted in pain.

"Not while I'm alive," Starlight hissed, leapt onto the largest vulture, and bit hard.

"Tasha! Tasha!" Harmony shouted. Cade glanced down. The white pegacat was near the ground now. As Cade watched, she swooped forward and came flying back up. Had she caught Tasha?

A vulture bit Starlight's neck, and she cried in pain. She suddenly sounded very young, even though she was thousands of years old. The dark pegacat tightened her lips and swooped back into the cloud of vultures.

Cade swung his axe again. He cut deep into one vulture. It plummeted down, dead. The carcass slammed into Harmony, and Cade sucked in his breath... but Harmony kept flying.

"Got her!" Harmony cried when she was near Cade. She tossed Tasha back onto Cade's shoulder and flew right into the vultures, hissing, her claws drawn.

"Tash!" Cade said. "Thank God."

He kept swinging the axe, and soon only two vultures remained. Harmony and Starlight killed one, and the last vulture--a gangly gray beast with oozing eyes--turned to flee.

"You will die, Cade of Earth," the vulture shrieked, like chalk on a blackboard. "And you, pegacats, will beg for death." It spat and flew, disappearing over the cliff.

Harmony growled and began to give chase, but Starlight called her back.

"No, Harmony! We must stay here and guard Cade in case more vultures return."

Cade leaned his head against the cliff. He did not think he could climb any farther. He was bleeding, his strength was leaving him, and he felt close to letting go and falling to his death. Starlight let him drink from the wineskin, and Harmony wrapped his wounds with cloth she tore from his cloak, but that could not revive him.

"Just a bit more, Cade, and you'll be close enough to use Maninav's rope," Starlight said.

Cade nodded, took several deep breaths, and hammered another crevice into the cliff. He pulled himself up and kept climbing.

It seemed forever until he came close enough. The pegacats tied Maninav's rope at the top of the cliff. They tossed one end down. Cade grabbed the rope, sweat pouring down his temples, and climbed onto the top of the cliff.

There, atop a patch of grass stained with vulture tracks, he collapsed. The pegacats collapsed atop him, and they all lay, breathing deeply, more weary than they'd ever been.

"We made it," Harmony said. "I knew we could do it. Yay Cade! Na ley ta."

Arms trembling from weakness, he reached out and ruffled her fur.













Chapter Sixteen

Ghosts









They slept that night in the grass above the cliffs, huddled up together. In the morning they continued walking west. The land sloped gently down into a valley of mist and purple flox, white mountains soaring to the north and south.

"They knew my name," Cade said to Starlight as they walked through the fields. The air was heavy with pollen, sweet scented, and bumblebees buzzed around them. "The vultures. Phobetor knows I'm here."

Starlight thought for a moment. "He knows some things," she said finally, slowly, as if still mulling her words. She was nearly invisible, walking among the tall flox, only a black shadow among the purple flowers. "He knows your name, and he knows you're somehow involved in this war between Dream and Nightmare. Does he know of the compass? The bottle? That is uncertain. He may know less than we think."

Cade sighed. "I hope so. If he knows about this quest, we're done for."

Starlight said nothing more, but her eyes were worried.

As the miles and days stretched on, Cade felt a sadness grow inside him. He missed Eclipse and he missed Moonmist. He dreamed of the princess every night, and wondered if he'd ever kiss her again. As they walked through the misty valleys of flowers, he imagined returning some day to the Begemmed City and seeing her waiting for him upon the walls. She would be waving.

Someday I'll return to you, he vowed. 

The mist hung around their feet, covering the grassy valleys. White boulders peeked from the mist, scrimshawed with golden runes. Faeries the size of dragonflies hovered around the boulders, laughing with tiny tinkly laughter. They spoke to one another in the ancient tongue of Dream.

In the passing days, the boulders disappeared, as did the grass, and they walked upon barren gray rock under cloudy skies. Deep purple trees grew here, skinny like running liquid, spreading knobby fingers toward the veiled sun. Trilliums grew from between the stones. The hills rolled endlessly, and as the miles went by, Cade felt as if he were walking upon a gray-blue sea which had frozen and turned to stone. They saw birds rarely, high in the sky. No other animals lived here. It was a bleak land, chilly and lonely, and Cade missed the smell of green grass and flowers.

"Cade," Harmony whispered one night, huddled up against him, "do you love me?"

He laughed. "Of course I do, Harmony."

Tasha was guarding, sitting perched atop a tree branch. If she heard, the mouse said nothing.

"Na ley ta, Cade," Harmony whispered. "I really love you. I don't want you to go back to Earth."

He sighed. "I don't know what will happen, if any one of us will ever go home."

Harmony buried her face against him. "I miss home," she whispered. "When all this is over, you should come back with us. You can live in our cave. You know, with the seashell curtain you gave us!" Tears streamed from her eyes. "I miss those days."

Cade stroked her white fur silently.

"I'm scared, Cade," she said. "I'm scared of the vultures coming back. I'm scared of more snakes. I don't want to go to Nightmare. But I'll go with you. Because you need me and Starlight to protect you."

He smiled. "Thank you, Harmony."

"Cade, when Niv was little, I was her pet. Do you think... do you think that when you marry Moonmist, and you two have children, I can be their pet?"

He laughed. "So you think I will marry Moonmist?"

She nodded vehemently. "Yes! I want you to. And then I can be your child's pet, as I was to Niv. Starlight too, if she wants to." 

"If I do marry Moonmist," Cade said, "it's a deal."

Harmony smiled, mumbled a "hooray!", and fell asleep against him, snoring softly.

In the morning, they walked along pebbly earth, maple and ash and beech trees growing upon hills. The trees were mostly naked, dry leaves covered the ground, and a cold breeze blew. Cade was thankful for the warm cloak Galgev had given him; Dream was growing colder. The closer we get to Nightmare, the colder it gets.

Gradually the hills grew taller, covered with carpets of fallen leaves, the trees reaching toward the sky like hands raised in supplication. Cade could not see the sun; a gray pall covered the heavens, letting through but soft light. The land was eerily silent, so silent Cade could hear every moist leaf rustle under his boots. In the afternoon, the trees thickened, growing straight and black from a floor of orange leaves. Cade had to walk slowly, stepping over fallen logs, or under branches, or pushing aside foliage to step through. The air smelled of rotting leaves, wood, moist earth... and somewhere, far beyond, the faint smell of burning wood.

"Look, Cade," Tasha said, pointing to a nest of dried branches. "Something built this."

Cade saw only a cluster of twigs and branches, shaped into a rough sphere, overlain with brown dried leaves. "It looks only like some twigs that cling together."

Starlight hovered, flapping her silvery wings, and sniffed at it. "I think she's right, Cade. This is a hive--somebody's home."

The hive seemed hollow, and they kept walking, and soon saw a second hive of dried branches, then a third. As they passed by, Cade smelled mushrooms and chocolate and cinnamon, and heard a faint laughter, a tinkly laughter as of something tiny.

"Faerie forts!" Harmony breathed in wonder, gazing at the hives of branches. "Look, there's one."

Cade turned and glimpsed a tiny girl, the size of a sparrow, with tattered butterfly wings of orange and brown. The faerie gazed at him, her hair wild and knotty, her eyes green-brown... and then disappeared into the hive of dried branches.

Starlight landed on Cade's shoulder. "Twig faeries," the pegacat said.

"They look different from the faeries I've seen before," Cade said. "These ones don't sparkle or leave golden powder behind them."

Starlight nodded. "The twig faeries are different from the glitter faeries, who live in the east. These ones don't concern themselves with magic or mystery, but with dried branches, acorns, rotting leaves, moist earth, and all that is real; that, to them, is powerful and wonderful." She gazed toward the faerie fort. "I've never seen one myself until now. Only Galgev, and perhaps Yor, have ever traveled this far west." She smiled. "I can't wait to tell them of this."

"Me too," Harmony said.

They slept among the thin dark trees that night, upon the orange leaves. The next day, they left the trees behind, and the gray pall finally dispersed to reveal the sun. The hills grew tall, coated with short green grass. Tan boulders stood upon the hills, some as large as cars, some the size of buildings. Thin acacias grew here, naked but for some sparse leaves of bright green. Clouds stretched across the sky like fingers of heaven. Birds fluttered and their shadows danced upon the ground.

In the gloaming, the sun grew large and orange, gilding the clouds. When they walked by a flat boulder, tawny and towering atop a hill, they heard a great roar that echoed across the land. They started, looked to the boulder, and saw a great white lioness, so beautiful that they lost their breath.

Cade stood frozen, staring. The lioness lay upon the rock. She laid her head upon her paws and gazed down at him. Pure white she was, but gilded in the sun. The sunrays burst through the clouds above her.

"What do you seek here?" the lioness asked, her voice soft, almost too delicate for so powerful a creature.

"We seek safe passage across these hills, fellow cat," Starlight answered. "I am Starlight of the Waterfall. Who are you? I have lived in Dream for ten thousand years, and know all its gods and creatures, yet I have never heard of the White Lioness."

A creature of Nightmare? Cade wondered. No--this creature seemed too fair, too noble.

The lioness gazed down upon Starlight, eyes golden in the sun. "I know your name, Starlight, pet of Niv. Old you are, but there are older beings in Eloria." She licked her paw, her tongue flicking. "The sleeprealms are changing. Gods will die. New gods are being born even as we speak." She looked at Cade, then returned her eyes to Starlight. "Eloria is endless, and rolls on even beyond those borders we see. There is much to Eloria that you have not yet explored, pegacat. There are realms of Eloria where the Great Elk whom you call Yor is of other names, and other forms, and some realms where he is but a memory or myth."

"Did the Twig Eater create you?" Harmony asked, gazing with awe.

The lioness shook her head. "He did not, Harmony. I am not one of Yor's children, though I will grieve when Phobetor kills him."

The pegacats stared, mouths opening and closing. Cade stepped forward. "The Elk King will not die easily," he said icily. "If you foresee his death, I suggest you rethink your prophecy. I have seen the Elk. He is wise and strong."

The lioness regarded him. Light filled her eyes like dust motes in dawn. "But have you seen Phobetor?"

When Cade said nothing, the White Lioness nodded sadly. "Phobetor is great, child, and powerful in ways you cannot comprehend. He is of a strength and wisdom that rival Yor, or--many would say--eclipse it. They say that those who have met Phobetor, who truly know of his malevolence and might, can do nothing but serve him in terror. Those who truly know him, I have heard, fear him too much to dream of fighting against him."

Cade thought of the Dreamblade on his back. He wanted to reach back and grab the hilt. "Do you serve Phobetor then?" he asked carefully.

The White Lioness shook her head. "No. I have never met the Fallen God, nor do I wish to. I met your king, the Father Elk, once, and spoke to him. He visited this rock many millennia ago, before Niv and the pegacats were born."

"So whose side are you on?" Cade demanded.

"I am loyal to none but this rock on which I lay, and the hills of grass surrounding it. This is my territory. I claim loyalty to none other."

"But if Phobetor conquers Dream, he will destroy your land and destroy you."

"That might be." The lioness seemed sad, yet almost seemed to smile. "Yet if that should happen, the White Lioness will die with a mighty roar that will shake Dream and Nightmare!" She licked her lips. "Now leave this place. You have lingered in my territory long enough."

Cade took a step toward the boulder. "Come with us, White Lioness," he said. "You are strong and wise. We could use you in the fight. Sound that roar now! March to Nightmare and sound it to Phobetor."

The lioness rose to her feet, majestic across the sunset. "You have not listened, child. I take no sides. Now leave! Leave lest I grow hungry for the flesh of Yor-stock." She tossed back her head and roared, a roar of such fury and power, that the ground shook and the clouds swirled in the heavens.

Cade gave the White Lioness one last look, for she was beautiful against the golden clouds, perhaps the fairest thing he had seen in Dream. He then turned and walked, and kept walking even as the lioness roared behind him, and he never turned back to look upon her again.

* * * * *

Through a land of weeping willows they walked, great trees that wept real tears. The salty waters flowed in rivulets across the land.

"Why do you weep, Weeping Willows?" Harmony asked them.

One willow turned toward the pegacat, tears falling from its leaves. "Because the children have left us."

"The children?" Cade asked, feeling their sadness seep into him.

They nodded, their old branches creaking, their leaves murmuring. "The children who used to play among us. Laughing Willows we were, until the children all grew up and left this land."

Cade placed his hand upon a tree. He felt it shiver.

"Well, I can play with you for a little while," Harmony said. Hesitantly, she flew onto one tree and began to frolic among the branches. Starlight joined her, and the pegacats moved from tree to tree, climbing, swinging from the branches, playing games until the trees no longer wept.

"Come back to visit us," the trees said when it was time to move on. "Do not forget us here. And if you find the children, remind them of us."

Cade nodded. "We will."

They continued walking.

During the next few days, the hills grew larger and the flowers disappeared. Mist hung above the rocks, and no plants or animals were to be found. The land was gray and bleak, the sun hidden behind a veil of clouds. A drizzle fell.

"The land is dead," Tasha said. "Not an ant or blade of grass to be seen." She lowered her head. "I don't like it here."

Starlight nodded and spoke softly. "We are getting close."

On the sixth day since leaving the willows, they saw a gaping cave ahead, yawning open beneath an outcrop of stone in a hill.

When they saw the cave, they all paused. Cade felt a tingle run through him. They had encountered many caves along their journey, and none had made Cade miss a heartbeat. Seeing this cave, he could barely move. Something was wrong.

The pegacats felt it too. They stood frozen, butterfly wings folded against their backs, staring. The cave seemed to stare back, pitch black and silent. Sad. Despairing. Cade felt fear and anguish flow through him, like ice seeping through his veins. The drizzle fell softly.

"What is this place?" Tasha whispered.

Starlight did not tear her gaze from the cave. Harmony sang softly.



Galgev

fox-god of the Enchanted Garden

set upon a journey

In the distant fringes of Dream

he came upon a cave

where dwelled a mysterious ghost woman



Starlight nodded and whispered. "Here is the cave where Phobetor was conceived."

Harmony lowered her head, and her voice was so soft, Cade could barely hear.



Winived, she called herself

a cunning being of temptation and lies

She lured the fox-god into her cave

Pretending to be his wife

she tricked him into lying with her

and begetting a son with her



Cade shuddered. So here it is. Here Phobetor was created. Here was perhaps the most dangerous, monumental, sad place in Dream. They all stood in silence, watching, overcome with sadness.

Suddenly Tasha tensed. "I smell monsters arriving," she whispered, voice trembling.

Cade looked around wildly. He could see nothing, but did not waste a moment. He rushed toward a ring of boulders by the cave and hid between them. The pegacats joined him, and they all crouched inside the ring of stone, silent, barely daring to breathe.

"Tasha?" Harmony said. "I see nothing, I--"

"Shh!" Tasha hissed.

They crouched, still, stiff. All was silent... and then Cade heard them. The footfalls scratched against the earth like knives against stone. Claws. He heard them sniffing and snorting, and the stench filled his nostrils. He reached over his shoulder and gripped the hilt of Sunclaw.

"Holy Father of Kar," came a rumbling voice from beyond the boulders, "Protector of Nightmares, Avenger of Banished Spirits, we offer our souls to you, O future king of Eloria."

A host of other voices answered in consenting murmurs.

"O holy son of Winived!" said the first voice, louder than before. "The time for your return approaches. You shall resurface here, in the cave of your quickening."

"Hail Phobetor!" answered the voices.

Crouching between the boulders, Cade peeked. Twenty monsters were kneeling before Winived's cave. Scales, fur, and horns covered them. They wore patches of old armor, and ugly swords of barbed iron were strapped to their backs. Before them stood a tall beast, dark and hairy, whose mouth covered his entire head, filled with fangs. This monster wore black robes and carried a scepter in his claws. A shining firegem hung around his neck from a golden chain.

"We await your return, O Master of Kar," cried the tall monster with the giant mouth. A priest, Cade realized. "Soon you shall arise here, to lead us back into dominion over Eloria. O, praise be upon you, Lord of Kar! Death shall you bring to Ælor, the cursed elk, and death to all Gods of Eloria."

The kneeling monsters all replied with vehement calls, tossing their heads back and raising their claws to the skies. They began to chant in an ancient language. They sang in Elorian, Cade realized, for a moment surprised. Of course. Phobetor himself is a god of Eloria, the son of Galgev. It was hard to imagine that a lord of such evil could be a god of Dream like the benevolent Yor, Niv, or Harmony and Starlight.

"Yes, it is a holy place for Nightmare," Tasha whispered. "Of course the monsters would worship their god here."

Harmony was shivering. Perhaps she was remembering the snakes. Cade stroked her fur to calm her, and she licked his fingers.

From the monsters came a loud sniffing sound. Cade peeked and saw that the priest with the huge fang-filled mouth was flaring his nostrils, smelling the air. The other monsters began to sniff too.

"I smell Dream flesh," one hissed in disgust.

"From there, the boulders!" roared the priest, fangs flashing, claws rising.

The company froze for an instant.

"Run!" Tasha cried.

They began to flee. Cade ran with Tasha on his shoulder, the pegacats flying beside him. The monsters howled behind. Cade glanced over his shoulder to see them chasing.

As he ran, he drew Sunclaw. The blade hissed and sparkled.

"You cannot fight these beings, Cade," Starlight cried. "They are too many. Run to those caves!"

Cade saw the caves that peppered the hills ahead. He ran. The monsters screamed and grunted behind, and their thumping feet shook the earth.

"We shall dine on Dream flesh today," the priest called. The beasts' stench was overwhelming.

"Cade, I'm scared!" Harmony wailed.

The caves were close now. Most were too small to enter, but one--twenty feet up the hill--looked wide enough. If I can reach the cave in time, the monsters would have to enter one by one, and I can try to fight them. He did not know what hope he had, fighting twenty monsters one at a time, but surely it was better than fighting them all together in the open.

He glanced over his shoulder. The monsters were close now, so close that they could almost grab him. He ran with all his strength and was soon scurrying up the hill. The priest reached out, and Cade felt claws grab his cloak. Harmony shrieked and bit the priest's hand, and Cade came free. The monster laughed terribly, spraying spit.

The pegacats flew into the cave. Cade leapt after them, just as the priest reached out again. The claws slashed his cloak and he felt pain in his back. The cave's darkness enveloped him, and he spun around, blade flashing, prepared to fight.

But the priest stood at the entrance and did not enter. His black cloak flapped in the wind, the bloodred beads strung into its tassels chinking. The gem on his breast burned with fire. Saliva dripped down his seven-inch-long fangs. Cade held his glittering crystal sword before him.

"Coward," the priest hissed. "You flee instead of fighting."

Cade stared at the monster, one eye at each side of his blade, waiting. The monster tossed back his head and howled. He craned out his neck and snapped his teeth at Cade, but did not approach.

"The monsters are scared of the cave," Tasha said. She smiled wryly. "Maybe they're scared of the dark."

Cade stared at the priest. "There is something about this cave, isn't there?"

The priest laughed. "Go deeper into the cave, mortal. Hide there. It will be your doom."

With that, the priest spat, turned around, and summoned his followers. The monsters formed a wall around the cave and stood, waiting, fangs bared and eyes burning.

Cade looked around the cave. The air was musty and moss covered the walls. The darkness led into a tunnel whence cold air flowed. Cade shivered. He could hear faint howls from inside the cave, distant, as if cold winds were blowing under the earth.

"What now?" Tasha asked.

Cade led them farther into the cave, until darkness enveloped them, and the monsters were out of earshot. The smell of must was heavy and the cold reached his bones.

"They will report this to Phobetor," Harmony moaned. "He'll know now that something is wrong. He'll piece together the clues."

Cade turned to Starlight. "Do you know anything about these caves?" he asked her.

Starlight gazed into the darkness. She thought for a moment. "Not much. Galgev never liked talking about them. You can imagine why. He did, however, mention traveling for days in the darkness. He said the tunnels form an intricate system underground, connecting the different caves. But I've not heard him speak of these caves for hundreds of years, and my memory of his words is hazy."

Cade tapped his chin. "Do you think the tunnels might lead to another cave opening? We can try to find another exit. The monsters might not know of it."

"That could be," Starlight said, "but Cade, if the monsters are afraid to enter this cave, who knows what terror lurks here?"

Cade pulled the glowing gems from his pocket. The light danced softly against the mossy walls. "If they fear this cave, perhaps a great presence of Good lives here. Wouldn't monsters fear Goodness, and be aligned with Evil? Perhaps a place that monsters fear is a place where we'd find allies and safety."

"Or these caves might house a terror unaligned with Nightmare," Starlight said softly. "There is evil in the universe beyond the realm of Nightmare, evil more ancient than Phobetor, which has no allies."

They all shivered. Tasha snuck into Cade's pocket and hid there. Cade gripped the hilt of his Dreamblade.

"Maybe," he said finally. "But the exit is blocked for us now. Though I hate doing so, I see no choice other than going deep into the caves."

Holding the gems in one hand, Sunclaw in the other, Cade stepped into the darkness, moving deeper into the cave. The pegacats followed. The tunnel wound downward, moving deep into the hill. The soft light showed dank, smooth walls. The ceiling was a dozen feet high, the walls a dozen feet apart. The ground was smooth and slippery, and Cade moved slowly.

The tunnel kept descending. They were moving beneath the hill into the earth of Dream. The air was cold and Cade could hear a distant wailing. Shivers ran along his arms and cold sweat dripped down his back.

When they reached their first fork in the way, Cade randomly chose the left path. He opened his breadbox and began dropping bread rolls behind. "We'll be able to follow them back," he said.

Tasha spoke in the darkness. "Unless something eats them."

Cade nodded. "In that case, Tash, we'll have to follow your nose and hope you can smell our track."

"I do have a fine sense of smell now," Tasha said, "but I turned into a mouse, not a bloodhound."

They walked for a long time. The pegacats were invisible in the darkness, only their eyes glowing. It seemed to Cade that they walked for hours, moving miles into the darkness. He worried that they'd never find their way back. Whenever they reached forking paths, Cade dropped more bread.

The tunnels kept sloping down. The air became colder as they descended, and water dripped along the walls and floors. Sometimes the tunnel was so slanted and wet, Cade had to sit down and slide. It was hard to breathe and wailing came from below, growing louder.

"I'm scared," Harmony whimpered. "I don't like those wails. Something bad lives here."

Cade was scared too. Sweat covered him even in the cold. "Can you smell anything evil, Tash?" he asked.

Tasha shook her head. "No. I've always been able to smell things of Nightmare, but I can't smell the scent of Nightmare here."

Cade remembered Starlight's words of a more ancient evil than Nightmare. Those wails did not sound friendly. He remembered the story of Winived, the mysterious ghost woman Galgev had encountered in these caves. There were secrets in Dream not fully known to even the gods.

"Ghosts," Harmony mumbled as if she could read Cade's mind.

The wails were loud and close now, mournful shrieks of ancient pain and sadness. A sickly gray light came from ahead, and Cade froze, raising his Dreamblade. The wails seemed to laugh.

"No blade can harm us, Creature of Life," came echoing, sickly voices from ahead, speaking in unison. "Leave this place. It is forbidden for you."

Cade clenched his fist around Sunclaw's hilt. Cold sweat washed him. "I won't leave!" he called out, trying to sound stern though fear flowed through him. "I wish you no harm, spirits of this cave, but I must pass through."

For Dream, he thought and took another step forward.

The sickly light flared, and three hideous spirits leapt forth, transparent and bluish, formed as old crones with snaggletooth growls. Harmony, Tasha, and even Starlight screamed. Cade felt himself go as pale as a ghost himself.

"Leave this place!" the ghosts shrieked, so loudly that the tunnels trembled. Their teeth and eyes blazed, bloated, filling the caves.

"Help, help!" Harmony called out, but Cade barely heard her over the ruckus and the blood pounding in his ears.

"I won't leave!" he shouted and swung Sunclaw. The crystal flowed through one spirit. The ghost screamed, her face ballooning to thrice its size, contorting with rage.

"He wields a Dreamblade, sisters!" the ghost screamed in agony. "Oh, sisters, a god of Dream has entered our dominion!"

The sister spirits hissed evilly. Their eyes were black holes of rage, and their wrinkled skin writhed with maggots. Their hair flowed around their sickly heads like serpents.

"Remember what happened to the last god who entered here," hissed one sister. "Remember what happened to Galgev, who met our sister Winived. His fate was not so kind."

"Nor the fate of your sister Winived!" Cade called over their shrieking. He remembered the Dreamsong. Yes, here were Phobetor's aunts. Here were the sisters of Winived, the ghost mother, who tricked Galgev into impregnating her. "Yor banished your sister, and I banish you now from these caves."

He swung Sunclaw again. The blade glowed and hummed and trembled. Sparks flew from the crystal as it sliced through a ghostly sister. The spirit screamed. Black fumes spewed from her mouth.

The pegacats seemed to gain courage from seeing the ghosts wounded. With cries of "For Yor!", the pegacats leapt into the fray, claws drawn. They sliced at the spirits. The ghosts howled. Their claws are of Elorian magic, Cade realized.

The spirits morphed and contorted, taking on terrible forms, their faces hideous studies of devilry.

"You know not whom you displease, Living One!" they hissed. They retreated for a moment, grew small... then lurched forward, bloating and bubbling, claws outstretched. One spirit grabbed Starlight with long bony fingers. The black pegacat struggled and screamed, but could not free herself.

"We have captured one, sisters!" the ghost cried. "We have captured a goddess of Dream. Oh, sweet day!"

Harmony screamed and flew forward. "Let her go!"

But the ghost sisters were already retreating, crying happy wails. "Let us bring the goddess of Dream to the Afterlife! Oh, joyous day!"

Cade and Harmony chased the sisters through the tunnels. The ghosts flew fast, carrying Starlight. The black pegacat was struggling and trying to call out, but the ghostly hands gagged her.

"Let her go!" Harmony cried again.

The sisters were moving faster than them, and Cade was losing hope. Just then the ghosts paused. They had reached a dead end, a tall stone wall dripping with water. Cackling, they chanted in an old language Cade could not understand. The wall quivered, and a portal of sickly swirling light appeared in its center.

"We bring a goddess of Dream," they sang. "A goddess of Dream for the Afterlife!"

One by one, the sisters disappeared into the portal, vanishing into the light. The last sister pulled in Starlight, who kicked and struggled and stared with terrified eyes. The spirit and Starlight vanished into the portal.

"No!" Harmony screamed and flew like a bullet. She whooshed into the portal just before it closed. By the time Cade reached it, the portal had vanished, and he was left standing before a stone wall.

The pegacats were gone.













Chapter Seventeen

Invasion









In the steeple of Til-Rath Tower, a mile above the writhing surface of burning stones and oozing fiends, Loor stepped toward the window. Black robes hissing, a faint trail of smoke rising behind him, the Prince of Nightmare gazed into the distance. From here, his home upon the jagged black tower, he could see for hundreds of miles.

His eyes stared upon horizons of flame and black mountains under a roiling red sky. He lowered his gaze to the red canyons, boulders, and plains of Nightmare. Nothing grows here, he thought, as he always thought, as he thought every day since he had left Dream a thousand years ago.

Things grew in Dream. The growing, beautiful things hated me. The growing, beautiful things wilted at my touch. Loor rested his gray, thin hands upon the window's brick ledge and lowered his head. He shut his eyes, cursing that pain in his chest, the sadness that refused to leave him, that forever pulsed at the bottom of his throat. Loor waited until the anguish passed, refusing to let it claim him. He forced himself to smile, a bitter smile, angry. Soon nobody in Dream will enjoy growing, beautiful things. Soon they will all be sad like me.

Today it began.

With a deep breath, Loor opened his eyes and looked to the ground below the tower. There, upon the burning clay earth, stood his troops. He had grown them slowly, over hundreds of years. We are ready. Five hundred monsters of Kar stood writhing, oozing, hating below. Each was a masterwork centuries in the making, an embodiment of terror. Loor let his gaze caress their horns, dripping fangs, serrated claws, burning eyes, deformed yet powerful bodies. He loved every one, these children he had kidnapped from bed so long ago, then tortured, mutilated, twisted into dark warriors. Soon you will strike against Ælor. Soon we will kill the elk and reclaim Dream, our birthright.

He turned from the window and left his chambers, traveling down the spiraling staircase to the base of his tower. In Dream, they had given him only fields of flowers, or forests of birches, or beaches of seashells, to live in. All these places had wilted at his touch, and his fellow gods could only show him pity. Pity! Loor barked a laugh. Sadness feeds on pity.

Phobetor had given him more. Phobetor showed him no pity. Phobetor gave him respect. Power. Instead of a field of dying flowers, his older brother had given him a tower of terror. In your name, Phobetor, I will reclaim Dream. It will be for you, who gave me all I have. For you, Phobetor, I will kill Galgev our father. For you, my brother, I will turn Dream into a province of Nightmare your empire.

At the base of his tower, Loor stepped out into the burning landscape, his boots crushing the slugs and bugs that carpeted the ground. His black robes swayed, and smoke rose in a trail behind him. He stepped toward the monsters and smiled as he gazed upon them. Here were Nightmare's finest, creatures of such horror, they caused humans, sound asleep on earth, to leap from their beds in horror, covered in cold sweat. Maggots crawled over their pale, rotting skin. Pus dripped down their fangs and claws. Their eyes burned with dark fire.

"When I first found you," he spoke softly, "you were trembling children huddling under blankets, clutching your teddy bears." The monsters hissed and drooled, and Loor smiled thinly, gazing upon their serrated fangs and claws. He bared his own fangs, snarling, and his voice rose, echoing across the ashy plains. "When I took you to Nightmare, I gave you fearlessness! When I tortured you, I gave you strength. With my hammers and wires, I gave you power. And now, my children, you are ready, you are warriors of Kar."

In their claws, the monsters held dark Dreamblades, forged by Phobetor. Back in Dream, the god Tam would cut Dreamblades from the crystals in the Crystal Caves. Here in Nightmare, Phobetor cut them from crystals found deep in the black earth. Dreamblades--the only weapon that could kill a god of Dream. Loor carried his own, a shard of cruel crystal he named Tearfall, its hilt studded with firegems. Soon only we will fill the sleep of mortals, Loor reflected, a smile fluttering across his fox mouth.

"Today we return home!" he cried, and they cheered, howled, waved their weapons. Flames burned in their eyes and their growls shook the earth. The fires of Nightmare burned behind them, sending smoke into a swirling red sky where skeletal lizards flew.

Loor began to march, and the monsters followed, footsteps thundering, filling the air with growls and screeches and hisses. Their tails flapped and their claws flexed. Loor moved at their lead, cloaked in black, his face--the face of a fox, furless, covered with wrinkly gray skin--hidden in the shadows of his hood. He could not wait to see the gods of Dream again. They've always pitied me for my ugliness, for my curse which makes all life and beauty die. They will not pity me now. I'm coming home, dear family.

He led the monsters for a long time. Time became meaningless as they moved through the burning plains, oozing swamps, bleak black deserts, and craggy hills. Smoke and fumes rose around them, and bogs and sulfur filled the hot air with stench. Giant slugs, writhing snakes, cruel insects, and all manner of terror watched as they advanced.

When they reached the Mountain of Despair, Loor paused and stared at the towering blackness. Here, from this mountain, flowed the despair sleepers felt when filled with nightmares. Here was the place humans hated most; that place in their nightmares where all hope vanished.

They climbed the mountain. A single black flower grew from its crest, small and dainty. Loor had planted it a thousand years ago, when he had first come to Nightmare, fleeing Dream to seek his older brother. It was a reminder. A reminder of his curse, of the things that died around him in Dream. Beneath this flower he had planted, a thousand years ago, the Mountain of Despair had grown, feeding off his sadness.

Beyond the flower in the shadows of boulders and clouds, lay the tunnel--the tunnel he had carved, blocked, and kept secret all these years. The tunnel I crawled through to find my brother. A tunnel to Dream.

"As I left Dream, so do I return," he whispered.

Leading the monsters, Loor stepped into the darkness, clenching his fists as that old sadness, the pulsing anguish in his throat, returned. He forced himself to smile, banishing the pain. Home.

* * * * *

"Starlight!" Harmony cried. "No! Starlight!"

She flew through the portal, mists swirling around her, the wind flattening her fur. She narrowed her eyes and stared forward. Where was Starlight? But she could see no sign of her sister or of the ghosts who had catnapped her.

"Starlight!" she shouted again, but heard no answer. Perhaps I should be silent, she thought. I don't want the ghosts to hear me.

Soon the mists parted, and Harmony found herself flying through an astral plain of endless gray. She looked around her, but saw only gray swirls and smoky clouds in all directions, flowing endlessly. It was like floating in a stormy sky with no ground below. She gasped and gazed around with wide eyes. Suddenly her gaze caught a wisp of white ahead. The ghosts!

Harmony flapped her wings and pursued the white wisps. When she narrowed her eyes and stared, she could make out a black patch carried by the white wisps. That must be Starlight, the spirits still carrying her.

"I'm going to save you, Starlight," she whispered.

She kept flying, flapping her wings mightily. If the ghosts ahead saw her, they gave no sign. Harmony hoped that she was small enough to remain unseen. It's good that my fur is white. Maybe I just look like a wisp of fog. Many real wisps of fog floated around her. Harmony flew from cloud to cloud, trying to hide behind them as best as possible.

Suddenly she gasped. She realized that between the swirling wisps there floated transparent souls. Souls of humans. She had never seen a human aside from Cade before, but now she saw dozens of dead ones. The souls, barely more than wisps of fog themselves, floated upward, disappearing into the distant heights. They gazed at Harmony as they floated by, their eyes sleepy.

"I'm in the Afterlife," she whispered in shock.

She had heard of the Afterlife, the place where all souls--be they from Earth, Dream, or Nightmare--went after death. As she flew, following the wraiths who had catnapped Starlight, she stared around with wide eyes. She saw the souls of many old women and men, but some souls of younger humans, even of babies.

Suddenly she gasped. Floating up beside her came a dark, foggy soul in the shape of a wolf. The soul of Baelish, the Wolf of Kar. Harmony remembered the wolf who had guarded the laceleaf, and she shuddered. She did not like to remember that day. Baelish's ghost saw her, glared, and snapped at her. Harmony yelped and scratched, but Baelish's teeth dispersed against her like fog, and her claws tore through his ghost without harming it. He was dead. She was alive. They could not touch each other. The wolf kept floating up, glaring at her, leaving her below. Harmony shuddered.

She kept flying, butterfly wings churning the fogs, as the ghosts ascended around her. The spirits ahead flew fast, and Harmony was tired, but she would not slow down. I must save Starlight. Since Yor had created the pegacats thousands of years ago, to be pets to Princess Niv, the two had not been separated. Harmony loved Princess Niv, and she loved Old Twig Eater, and she loved her new friends Cade and Tasha, but Starlight held a special place in her heart. She thought her sister was the sweetest, wisest being in the universe, and if she could not save her, Harmony knew she'd die of heartbreak.

Her thoughts turned to Cade. She worried about him. Was he still in the caves? Would he find escape? Harmony wished she could return to help him. I hope he knows I'm fine, she thought. She swore that once she rescued Starlight, she'd seek a way back to Dream and find Cade. He needs me to protect him.

She remembered Cade's promise, that if he married Moonmist, she could be a pet to their children. She could not wait for such a day. She missed having a child to tend to. She missed those days when Niv was a girl and would play with her pegacats all day. Niv used to be so happy, Harmony remembered. But since Loor had left Dream, the princess seemed overcome with sadness and worry, and even Harmony and Starlight could not soothe her.

I hope Cade imprisons the God of Nightmare.
Then we can go back to those happy days from before Phobetor was born. She missed those days so badly, she ached.

Far ahead, Harmony noticed a black shape forming, tall and thin. It was distant, miles away. The spirits flew toward it, and as Harmony followed, the black form grew. It looked like a fortress of jet rising from the fog, hovering in the endless gray. As they approached, Harmony saw that gargoyles, steeples, and iron barbs covered the fortress. The spirits flew toward its crest, where battalions overlooked the Afterlife like serrated watchmen.

Harmony flew as close as she could, whisking between wisps of fog. She could see the spirits clearly now. The hideous crones still clutched Starlight. When the spirits were not looking, Harmony darted out from behind a wisp of fog and flew toward the fortress. She hid under a gargoyle and peered up to where the spirits hovered.

"Welcome to your new home, goddess of Dream," hissed one spirit, spitting out her words disdainfully.

Starlight tried to speak, but the spirits held their palms over her mouth. They laughed, a horrible cackling like hail against sheets of ice.

Harmony snarled and drew her claws.

One spirit pulled a rusty metal cage from above the tower. She hung the cage from the crenellations, shoved Starlight in, and locked the door.

"Comfortable, goddess?" the wraith hissed.

Starlight hung from the tower, her cage dangling. The cage was so small, the pegacat could barely move; she could not even turn around.

"Yor will hear of this!" Starlight screamed.

The spirits laughed, their hair flying, their rotten teeth bared. "You are in the Afterlife, cat," one said. "You will not see your king again until he is dead."

"Why are you keeping me here?" Starlight demanded, eyes flashing.

The oldest, most hideous spirit flew toward the cage and stared at Starlight with burning eyes. "That is none of your concern, living one. You shall remain here until we summon Loor to fetch you."

With that, the crone turned and flew away, soon disappearing into the distance. Her sisters hovered in circles around the cage, guarding it, chanting in their tongue.

Harmony remained hidden behind the gargoyle. She kept her claws drawn, and it was all she could do to stay put, and not shoot forward and challenge the ghosts. Just wait, she thought. Think, Harmony.

She tapped her claws against the gargoyle. So Loor has access to the Afterlife, she reflected. She had not known any god could reach Afterlife. Aside from possibly Loor, she and Starlight were probably the first Dreamgods to reach this land. Even Yor knew little about it.

She peeked toward Starlight's cage. The ghosts still hovered around it. How will I save her? Harmony did not know. Whenever trouble arose, Starlight was always the one who could handle it. Starlight was always the one who knew what to do. And if Starlight could not handle a problem, there were always the Big Folks--Tam, or Maninav, or even Yor himself--to take care of things.

But now it was all up to her, little Harmony. She had never felt so alone and frightened. She lowered her head to her chest in despair.

* * * * *

They walked for a long time in the tunnel. How long, Loor did not know. Time did not flow here, but bubbled, swirled, gushed and then paused before rushing again. They could have walked here for minutes, and it might have been years. The darkness caressed them, and only the eyes of the monsters burned with light.

Loor remembered crawling here a thousand years ago, alone and filled with hatred and fear, leaving Dream behind to seek his brother, to seek Phobetor, whom he had only known of from legends. He licked his chops in the darkness. I'm coming home. He could not wait to meet his family again. And then we'll see who deserves pity.

Soon he could see light ahead. It was just a soft glow, but suddenly the memories flowed back so strongly into Loor, that his heart missed a beat, and his step paused. He snarled. Yes, the light of Eloria. A hiss fled his lips. He had not seen sunlight in a thousand years, had not smelled the scent of growing things or the fresh salt of seas. "Dream!" He spat out the word in disgust. Let your hatred fill you. Hatred was better than sadness, a million times over. Hatred had saved him from sadness and despair so many times. Just feel the hatred.

The light grew as they moved, and the monsters howled balefully, covering their eyes. Soon the walls of the tunnel began to glow. This was the glow of crystals, Loor remembered, the crystals of Dream from which Tam made Dreamblades. Loor caressed his own Dreamblade, Tearfall, made from the black crystals of Nightmare. He smiled when he imagined impaling Tam, this god of beauty and music, of all those things which hated Loor.

The light grew stronger, and soon they were walking through tunnels of iridescent crystals, blue and purple and pink and white. The Crystal Caves. The crystals, glittering and beautiful, dimmed as Loor passed by, and gray tendrils spread through their innards. Fresh, glittering water streamed across the floors, streams of light. As Loor walked through it, the water turned gray and brackish and raised a stench.

Crystals rotting around them, they thundered through the caves, snarling, until they burst into chambers adorned with artwork. Engravings of gods and nature covered the walls, and statues of animals sparkled. Hissing, the monsters smashed the statues, shattering them, and scratched the spirals of Nightmare across the walls. Soon their spit and ooze covered the place. Loor watched as they destroyed the chamber, eyes narrowed. "Hatred is better than sadness," he whispered to himself again and again. "A million times over."

They thundered from chamber to chamber, destroying all in their path, until they emerged into a wide chamber and felt the fresh air of Dream ahead.

Tam awaited them there.

Loor recognized the god at once, though he had never met him. Niv had begotten this one after he, Loor, had already left Dream. How did that song go? Loor thought. That song we can hear even in Nightmare?



Niv, daughter of Yor and Alandria

bathed in the Enchanted Waterfall

The water sparkled around her

and placed a child in her womb

And thus was conceived a new god of Dream

the son of Niv and the Enchanted Waterfall

Tam, she named him

Tam, a god of music and art



The young god stood with his Dreamblade drawn. Loor recognized the sword. Starshard, the first Dreamblade Tam made. Its crystal blade was silvery blue, its pommel and handguards carved of gold inlaid with silver stars.

Tam's hair, made of flowing water, turned gray and stale in Loor's presence, but his eyes still burned. "Loor," he said, his Dreamblade glittering.

Loor smiled and raised his own Dreamblade, Tearfall, its handguards studded with burning firegems, its black blade jagged and long, dwarfing Starshard. "You are Niv's boy, yes?" the Prince of Nightmare hissed. "I've heard of you. How is your mother? It's been a long time."

"Not long enough," Tam replied. "Leave this place, Loor. Return to your master Phobetor. You are no longer welcome in Dream."

Loor shook his head and took a step forward. Behind him, his five hundred monsters hissed and growled and sniggered. Spit dripped down their maws.

"Dear boy," Loor said and tsked. "Is this truly the welcome I deserve, after all this time away? Dream's hospitality has diminished in the past thousand years."

"You will find no welcome here for a servant of Nightmare," Tam said, not flinching as the monsters stepped forward, snapping their razorlike teeth. "You lost all welcome the moment you betrayed us."

Loor laughed--a sharp, cruel laugh. Behind him, the monsters laughed too. The crystals turned gray and swollen around them.

"You speak as if you own Dream. You and your King Ælor, whom you call Yor." Loor spat. "Too long have the stag and his henchmen ruled this land unjustly. Who crowned Ælor and made him king? Was it Panda? No. The bear cannot speak, would not even recognize Ælor if he saw him. Who gave Ælor the right to banish Winived, my queen? My queen is old, perhaps even older than Ælor himself. Who gave the elk the right to choose who should govern, and who should be cast aside? Yes, too long has the Twig Eater ruled this place. Too long. But his reign is ending, Tam. The end begins now."

Tam did not move. "You will have to pass me first."

Loor nodded slightly, a smile playing on his fox lips. "It will be my pleasure."

He took three steps back, and the monsters rushed forth.













Chapter Eighteen

Cloverfoot









Cade wandered the caves for hours, overcome by despair. Starlight--kidnapped. Harmony--disappeared. Cade had not felt such hopelessness since his quest began.

He stumbled through the dark tunnels, lost and dazed. Moisture dripped down the walls, and the wail of spirits had disappeared; the ghosts were gone now, gone with the pegacats. Cade covered his eyes with his hand. Starlight and Harmony had been his closest companions and guides in Dream. How would he continue without them? Was there nothing he could do to save them?

Tasha seemed to read his mind. "We can't wait for the spirits to return. The best help we can give the pegacats now is to complete our quest." The mouse sniffed. "I smell fresh air from the right, high above. It's a faint scent, still far, but let's move that way."

They traveled through the tunnels, Tasha's nose guiding them, until they saw light ahead. They climbed up slippery slopes and found themselves in a wide chamber. Moonlight shone through a hole in the wall, casting a white beam. Cade climbed the wall, squeezed himself through the hole, and found himself on a moonlit hill.

He lay on his back, exhausted. "I wish we had never entered these caves," he said, and a lump filled his throat.

Tasha climbed onto his chest. "We did the right thing. If we hadn't entered the caves, we'd all be dead now. Come now, Cade. The pegacats are not dead. We might yet see them again. Let's have some hope."

Cade nodded, when a gleam caught his eye, and he turned around. He gasped.

Before him, in the night sky, the stars shone brilliantly, brighter than he had ever seen them. Nebulas swirled, and two dozen planets hovered in the deep blue like Christmas lights. He knew those planets. There was Mars, red and spinning, and there was Neptune, glowing blue. And there were others, planets he did not know--purple ones that swirled, and green ones, large and small. Stardust glowed among them, and a million stars spilled liquid light across the heavens. Space hung before him in the deep blue and purple, more alive, vast, and unfiltered than he had ever seen it.

On Earth, I've been hidden from this. But here is the true universe. It filled him with beauty and horror.

He spun around, unable to withstand that feeling of space, of distance. He felt as if he could fall into the sky. He stood facing the cave, which was dug into the wall of stone, but he beheld there another sight that overwhelmed him.

Two men sat upon the cliff in a hollowed out bench of stone, dressed in black. Yet half men they were, and half sky, for stars and planets were embedded into their heads and faces, like jewels are embedded into a chalice. Coated with the skies they were--green and blue planets, glowing, and stars that glistened. Creatures of great beauty they were, but of fear and ugliness too, for they were diseased and infected with the lights of the firmaments.

"Do not look upon us, Earthling!" one said and snarled. He was an old man, grizzled, bent over and cantankerous.

"Am I in Dream, or in Nightmare already?" Cade asked. "I don't know, because you are beautiful, but also terrifying."

The old man of the universe spat. "You dare insult us. Come here, Earthling, come to this cliff and I will teach you to respect us."

Cade felt tempted. Did the old man want to fight? So be it! Suddenly he felt his anger flame, and he knew it was unlike him, knew it was not his own anger. It is the flame of the stars that burns within me.

"Cade!" Tasha whispered in horror. "Look, your arm!"

Cade looked and felt himself pale. A small, swirling planet clung to his arm, like a barnacle growing. He ripped it off hurriedly and tossed it to the ground.

"You're becoming one of them!" Tasha said. "Let's get out of here."

Cade looked back to the sky and felt his tears gather. He fell to his knees. "But Tasha," he wept. "It's so beautiful."

Tasha leapt onto his ear and bit hard. Cade cried out. The pain shot through him, and his mind cleared.

"Let's go!" he said and ran, the starlight in his eyes. The nebulas swirled in the skies.

"Come back here, Earthling," the old men cried. "Come back and become one with the universe!"

Tasha bit again, and Cade ran through the darkness, until the light faded behind him, and the stars and planets were but a faint glow in the distance.

He fell to his knees in the grass.

"What were those things?" he asked shakily.

Tasha shivered. "I don't know. I don't think I want to know."

Cade nodded and shut his eyes. Weariness overcame him, and he fell into deep sleep.

* * * * *

Tam's blade moved like lightning in a storm. It struck in all directions, brilliant, sending sparks. The monsters howled and flew and fluttered around the god. Their teeth bit, their claws sliced, their wings flapped. They laughed as they fought. Blood flowed down Tam's arms, his body, his head, and still he swung his Dreamblade.

The bodies of monsters piled up. Five were dead, soon ten, then twenty. Tam leapt from beast to beast, severing limbs and heads, splashing black blood against the walls.

After an hour, with thirty monsters dead, they pushed him back into the next chamber. Bleeding and sweating, Tam kept fighting, the fire never leaving his eyes. As Loor watched, the monsters kept biting and clawing and swinging their Dreamblades. More wounds covered Tam, and his ichor covered the floor. And still he does not flee, Loor thought. The honorable often die young. That is why Dream is weak.

Tam fell back another chamber. Ahead, through a wide opening, Loor saw the rolling landscapes of Dream. The light fell upon him.

"Stop!" he called to the monsters. They froze, hissing, ichor dripping down their fangs. Tam stood among them, chest heaving, lacerations covering him.

Loor stared at the wounded god. "Stop this, Tam," he said softly. "You cannot win. Join us or you will die."

Tam responded by raising Starshard, crying out, and rushing back into the fray.

Soon only a hundred monsters remained, but Tam was tired, so tired that he moved sluggishly, could barely raise his Dreamblade, and the monsters toyed with him by tossing him to and fro like a rag doll.

"Stop," Loor said again. It was only a quiet command, but the monsters all froze. Tam stood among them, bent, barely able to stand. Loor stepped toward him, the black and jagged Tearfall in hand, its firegems flaming. "He is mine."

Blood staining the frayed edges of his black robes, Loor raised Tearfall and struck down. With surprising strength, Tam raised his own Dreamblade and blocked the blow.

Loor stepped back, snarled, and swung Tearfall with all his strength. Bleeding and weary, Tam blocked the blow again... and sent a sword thrust of his own.

Snarling, Loor parried and began to attack in earnest. Tearfall flew like demons.

"You will die now," Loor growled, "and we will take Dream."

"Not while there is still life in me," Tam said. "And if I must die, then I die protecting my king."

"Your king will die next!" Loor swung Tearfall, snapping Tam's blade in half. Sparks and shards filled the cave and Tam cried in pain.

Loor smiled and thrust again, and Tam parried with his shattered blade... but he was tired, so tired that when Loor struck again, Tam fell to his knees. With a third swing of Tearfall, Loor sliced off Tam's right hand.

The hand, and the shattered Dreamblade still gripped in it, flew to the floor. Tam screamed, but managed to raise his eyes and stare at Loor balefully.

Loor stepped forward.

"Any last words?" he asked the fallen god.

Tam opened his mouth to speak, but Loor changed his mind; he did not want to hear. He placed his foot against Tam's chest and pushed, skewering Tam against a crystal that grew from the floor.

Ichor spilled, and the light left Tam's eyes.

Loor smiled. He turned to face his monsters. "A crystal from the Caves, just like a Dreamblade, can kill a god of Dream."

As the monsters stared hungrily, Loor sliced off Tam's head and tossed it to the monsters.

"Stick it outside," he said. "Stick it on the tallest pike you can build. Let Dream see. Then you may eat his body."

The monsters howled joyously and swarmed to do his bidding. Loor raised his fist among them. "The Crystal Caves belong to Nightmare! And soon will all of Dream."

* * * * *

Dawn rose cold and gray. The sun hid behind the clouds, a pale smudge. Cade walked across vast barren landscapes, a bleak land of stone. The skies were white, colorless, and empty. A cold breeze blew and the hidden sun brought no warmth.

Cade missed the pegacats' company, but knew they were beyond his reach now. He knew he must complete his quest.

He sighed. "We've traveled for so long, so far. We might never find the way back to Dream."

"Back to Dream?" Tasha said. "So have we left Dream? Are we in Nightmare now?"

They looked around. The gray pall covered the sky, and they could no longer discern the sun. The land stretched lifeless and endless, hard and gray as concrete. They walked through eternal bleakness.

"I don't know," Cade said. He thought for a moment. "No. I don't think we're in Nightmare yet. But this isn't really Dream. Maybe we're in Deep Sleep, that empty place beyond wakefulness and dreaming."

There were no landmarks. They walked in the direction the compass pointed them. The light never left the sky, as though night did not exist here. They walked for days, it seemed, and darkness never fell. They covered their eyes with cloth to sleep. The sun no longer existed, merely a gray sky shining its own stark light.

Every day, their magical breadbox seemed less capable of producing fine meals. One day, the vegetables were overcooked and the bread dry. A few days later, the box quit producing vegetables altogether. Two weeks into Deep Sleep, and it gave them only bread and cheese. The wineskin no longer produced wine, only water.

"I miss the apples," Tasha said. "This cheese tastes like the ropes I chewed on the bridge."

"We must be far from Dream if this magic is failing," Cade said.

His shield and helmet, however, seemed strong as ever, and Sunclaw still gleamed under the light. That's good. I have a feeling I'll need them again before this ends.

When finally night fell, after at least three weeks of light, it would not end. Cade held the gems from the pegacats' cave, lighting his way. They shone only softly in the darkness, but there was little to see anyway, only endless gray landscape stretching into the horizons. The air smelled like ash.

"I hate this place," Tasha said.

Cade hated it too.

Three weeks later, daylight returned. Cade saw that during the long night, the landscape had changed. The earth had become black, the sky full of white and gray swirls. Thunder grumbled in the distance, and mountains rose before them, only a day's journey away. They loomed dark gray and stony, lifeless, like mausoleums for gods.

"I miss the green lands of Dream," Tasha said. "I can't eat this moldy cheese anymore." The mouse looked tired and thin.

"Things will get worse before they get better," Cade said. He thought about the pegacats. They had seemed able to bring cheer to any bleakness, especially Harmony. He missed them.

The next morning, he was hiking across the mountains, boulders jutting around them, shiny and black as jet. Pebbles cascaded under his feet, and wisps of fog floated around him.

Tasha suddenly sniffed. "Monsters near!" she whispered. She sniffed the air again, whiskers twitching. "Below in the valleys to the east."

Cade hunched among the boulders and peered to the east. He gasped.

Strange creatures roamed there. They looked like shaggy rotting bears, with thin legs as long as stilts. They stood two dozen feet tall. Cade guessed there were about two hundred of them. He had never seen a force of Nightmare so strong.

"They are moving toward where we came from," Tasha observed.

"They are hosts of Nightmare advancing upon Dream," Cade said. "I wish we could somehow warn Dream, but we would serve Dream better by moving forward on our quest."

"I almost think that I should return to Dream alone, to warn them," Tasha said.

Cade looked at the bears. "They're moving fast, faster than you or I. They would reach Dream before we could ever warn them. No. We should continue together."

A movement below caught his eye. A speck of dark gray tore away from the host of monsters and, leaping like a grasshopper, came bounding up the mountainside. It had shiny yellow eyes, Cade saw, and it was moving toward them.

"A scout," Tasha said. "Coming our way."

The scout ran fast, and soon was close enough to see clearly. It looked like a furless, nefarious fox with rotting ears and long fangs.

"It must not see us." Cade hunched behind a boulder and drew Sunclaw.

Soon he could smell the fox near, a smell like oil and rotting dead leaves. Cade heard it sniffing behind the boulders, perhaps a dozen feet away, moving in their direction.

"Kill it when it turns!" Tasha whispered. With that, the mouse leapt from behind the boulders. She landed before the fox and began running.

When the fox turned to chase Tasha, Cade jumped from behind the boulder, leapt onto the fox, and grabbed it. It struggled in his grasp, slimy and furless. It tried to yelp and bite, but Cade kept his hands around its mouth, holding it shut. The creature stank and whimpered.

"Keep it quiet!" Tasha whispered. "The beasts below haven't heard us yet. Just kill it."

Cade shook his head and pulled the fox back behind the boulders. "No. Not yet."

He pushed his knee into the fox's back, pinning it to the ground. Holding the scout's mouth shut with one hand, he pulled out the rope Maninav had given him. After several moments of struggling with the fox, he managed to tie its mouth shut, then fashion a leash and collar. Soon he had the creature muzzled and leashed.

With a shaky breath, Cade leaned back against the boulder. The fox struggled with all its might, but Cade would not release the leash. It glared at him.

"Why didn't you just kill it?" Tasha asked.

Cade examined the evil fox. Its claws were sharp and green, and insects crawled across its furless skin. "I couldn't kill it while its back was turned," he said. "Maybe it's best that I took it alive; it might prove useful. Its masters will seek it. We should move."

Pulling the fox on the leash, they slunk down the mountainside, moving away from the valley where the monsters marched. The furless fox kept struggling against the leash, seeming never to tire. Its eyes were bloodshot.

Cade walked for hours, haunted by the image of the dank bears with stilt-like legs. He could imagine them seeking their scout, following his scent. His Dreamblade was sturdy, but could not defeat two hundred monsters. He was bone tired, and the fox kept tugging at his arm, but he dared not stop until evening.

In the gathering darkness, he stopped by a pool of brackish water where swam slimy eels. He sat between three tall boulders. Icy wind pierced his cloak and he hugged himself, shivering.

"We'll be hidden from view here," he said, his breath frosting. "Let's rest for a while. Tash, let me know if you smell those monsters approaching again."

Tasha nodded. "If I can detect them over the stench of our hostage here." The fox glowered at her.

Cade tugged the fox's leash, pulling it close. The furless creature reminded him of the stories of Loor, Galgev's son, the god with the head of a furless fox. Is this how Loor looks? he wondered.

"Can you understand me?" Cade asked the fox. It glared for a long moment, then finally nodded.

"You must be hungry and thirsty," Cade said. "I'll remove your muzzle and let you eat and drink. But you must not make a sound, or I'll kill you. I've killed many of Nightmare's servants before. Do you understand?"

The fox nodded again.

"Cade, are you sure?" Tasha asked, perched upon a boulder.

Cade nodded, never removing his stare from the fox. "He'll be good. Won't you, fox?"

Gingerly, Cade removed the fox's muzzle, half-expecting the creature to bite his fingers. But the fox only pulled its way toward the pool and drank the brackish water.

"I don't know how it can drink that stuff," Tasha said. "It smells like a sewer."

The fox turned its head as it drank and glared at Tasha, but kept lapping the water.

Cade opened the breadbox, pulled out some bread and cheese, and placed the food before the fox. "Eat this."

The fox sniffed the food, then turned its head away.

Cade pushed the food closer. "Eat it. It's good for you."

The fox kicked the bread and cheese aside. It stared at Cade. "I must feed only upon the blood of the righteous," it hissed. It turned its head and eyed Tasha hungrily.

"I do not like this creature," Tasha said. "I suspect he was a real fox before Loor touched him. He looks like Harmony did after the snake bit her." Without warning, Tasha jumped off the boulder, landed on the fox's back, and touched the wooden ring--the ring turned pure by laceleaf--to the creature.

The fox screamed, a scream like a hissing frying pan. It twitched and rolled around on the ground, gray steam rising from it.

"It's having a seizure," Cade said.

"No, just watch," Tasha said.

Fur began to sprout across the fox, and the fire left its eyes. All evil abandoned it, and soon upon the ground lay a small, normal fox with tawny fur. The fox moaned.

Cade and Tasha gazed in wonder.

"You were right," Cade said to his sister. He knelt by the fox and laid his hand upon him. The fox licked his fingers.

"Are you all right, fox?" Cade asked.

The fox struggled to his feet. He gazed around, bewildered, seemingly overcome by emotion. "I-- I thank you, sir! I... I've been awakened from a terrible nightmare, I...."

The fox could speak no more. He lowered his head and whimpered. Cade patted him.

"You're safe now," he said. "Loor's curse has left you."

The fox curled up against Cade and wept.

* * * * *

The fox slept deeply all night, and in the morning introduced himself.

"My name is Cloverfoot," he said, "and I thank you again, my friends. You have saved me from a nightmare I cannot describe to you, nor dare recall." The fox shuddered.

Cade opened the breadbox, and they all shared the bread and cheese inside. The fox ate voraciously. "I have not eaten true food in many days," he said. He raised his head, crumbs covering his mouth. "What are you doing here, my friends? This place is dangerous. Phobetor has claimed it. You should flee."

Tasha and Cade looked at each other. The fox examined them.

Tasha finally spoke, "Thank you for your advice, Cloverfoot."

Cloverfoot tore off a piece of bread and chewed slowly. He swallowed. "You mean not to flee. You are heading toward Nightmare." He nodded carefully. "You work for Yor."

Cade opened his mouth to speak, but the fox shook his head.

"Say no more," Cloverfoot said. "If you indeed work for the Father Elk, you are sworn to secrecy, and I would not ask you to foreswear that. But let me tell you this." He stepped forward and placed a paw on Cade's leg. "You saved my life. Let me help you. I have been to Nightmare, though I shudder to remember it. If you are heading into Nightmare, I can show you the way."

Cade and Tasha looked at each other again, and Cade knew they were thinking the same thing. Can we trust Cloverfoot?

Cade looked into the fox's solemn, amber eyes. Here was an animal who hated Nightmare--perhaps more than anyone Cade had met. Yes. I can trust him.

He nodded.

Cloverfoot turned and began leaping down into a valley. He turned his head and looked back to them.

"Nightmare is only a few days away," he said. "Follow me."

Nightmare... so we're almost there.

Cade packed his things, tossed his cloak over his back, and they headed into the valley beneath a leaden sky.













Chapter Nineteen

Into Nightmare









All that day, Cloverfoot led them across a landscape of black stones and burnt grass. Monster prints covered every patch of earth. Bits of fur, monster droppings, and the occasional spot of monster spit appeared every few steps. The sky was charcoal, flat and still but for the occasional wisp of smoke. More smoke covered the horizons. They saw nothing living.

"This used to be a green field of marigolds and bluebells," Cloverfoot said. "My kin and I would live here in trees and burrows. It is named Lam-Elien in our tongue, though others in Dream simply knew it as Fox Fort. They say Galgev created it years ago, in days before Tam wrote the Dreamsong."

"And Phobetor destroyed it," Tasha said from Cade's shoulder. The mouse was thin, her brown fur matted. The diet of old cheese and bread, and the fetid air, had not been kind to her. Or to me, Cade thought. He was thinner than he had ever been, and he often felt weak and dizzy.

"It was Loor, acting on Phobetor's behest," Cloverfoot said. "Loor hated being reminded of his fox heritage, so he burned the land and made the foxes evil." Cloverfoot hung his head low. "If not for your laceleaf ring, dear mouse, I would be Loor's servant still."

"It was my pleasure," Tasha said. "I--" The mouse paused and sniffed. "Evil coming close," she said, her voice almost a sigh. They encountered monsters every day here.

They looked ahead and saw a shadow crawl upon the ground.

"What is it?" Cade asked. A sound like crackling hay came from the stain, growing louder as the stain oozed forward.

Cloverfoot stared. "Beetles," he said with disgust.

Cade grimaced and drew his blade.

Cloverfoot tensed. He has seen these things before. "There is no use for swords here, Cade. But I would suggest you tuck your pants into your socks."

Soon they were steps away. Millions of beetles raced forward under the white light. Each beetle was large as an apple. Their eyes were mean and pink.

There was nowhere to flee or hide. The beetles covered the ground like an oozing puddle. Soon they were swarming around Cade, Tasha, and the fox. They chirped as loud as thundering rain. Most of the beetles ignored the companions and continued racing forward, but some climbed onto Cade and Cloverfoot. Cade flapped them off, but for every one he removed, two more climbed him. One bit his neck. It stung like a burning cigarette. Cloverfoot was busy biting off beetles of his own.

"Tasha!" Cade called over the beetles' chirping. "You okay?"

The mouse was battling a beetle on Cade's shoulder. It was larger than her. The mouse used her ring as a weapon, slamming it against the bug.

Cade lifted Cloverfoot, tucked him under his arm, and began running through the swarm. Tasha raced over Cade's body, shoving beetles off. Another beetle found its way into Cade's sleeve and bit him.

Finally Cade reached the end of the swarm. The bugs were all behind him, continuing their race to Dream.

Cade placed Cloverfoot down and sat on the ground, breathing heavily. He could still feel the tiny claws racing over him.

"Foul creatures," Cloverfoot said. "Phobetor is sending them into Dream to eat all the leaves and flowers and leave the land barren."

Cade kicked his legs about, as if there were still beetles to kick off. With a collective shudder, they kept walking.

They walked for a long time across barren plains. Clouds filled the sky, dark and grumbling. After several hours, the clouds began to rain black, sticky water. The companions walked, wet and miserable, through the syrupy rain. Cade hugged himself for warmth.

"What a miserable place," Tasha finally said, after hours of walking in silence.

"This is how all of Dream will look if Phobetor takes over," Cloverfoot said, padding along silent and grim. "We are close to Nightmare now. In some ways, we are already in Nightmare, for Phobetor has claimed ownership of these lands and corrupted them."

Cade thought of Autumn Forest, where golden leaves glided through the air to land upon green mossy rocks, and the air smelled crisp and leafy. He thought of Grass Sea, where the green plains swayed like waves and trees grew along streams of sweet water. He thought of Seashell Shore, where parti-colored shells twinkled on the sand and palms grew tall and green. If those lands should fall to Phobetor, should rot away and decay, it would be a tragedy of such magnitude that Cade could not grasp it.

At night, they could find no escape from the foul rain. They took turns guarding and slept under Cade's cloak. Cade could barely sleep. He kept scratching at the beetle bites, and the rain's stench filled his nostrils.

Dawn finally broke, yellowish and sickly. They stretched in the light, rain still falling. They shared some cheese and bread from the breadbox and drank from the wineskin. The wineskin produced old water, but compared to the rain, it was heavenly. They washed themselves as best they could, but the rain dirtied them again.

The rocks became more plentiful, the boulders larger. They moved slowly. A few hours into the morning, they spotted an army of creatures ahead, too far to see clearly. By noon they could see that the creatures were wingless dragons like Galgomoth and Kelra, the creatures Cade had fought outside the Begemmed City. It seemed so long ago.

The great reptiles numbered in the thousands. Cade and his companions huddled behind some boulders, peeking to see the monster army march past. The creatures' eyes dripped malice, their claws scratched the ground, and lava trickled from their gray, warty beaks. Cade remembered the havoc only two had wrought. Dream can't defeat thousands of these creatures.

"We're but a day away from Nightmare," Cloverfoot whispered, "and this land crawls with its servants."

Cade shuddered at the thought of Nightmare being only a few miles away. I've traveled so far, yet now, I just want to turn back and run.


Finally the wingless dragons passed them by, and they emerged from hiding. They continued journeying all day. The rocks gave Cade's feet blisters and every step hurt. By afternoon the rain stopped, but the relief was short lived. Mosquitoes the size of pickles emerged from the puddles, and soon Cade was scratching mosquito bites alongside the beetle bites. That night he could barely sleep, and the air became hot and humid.

"I miss Dream," Tasha whispered to him that night. "I miss home, even. I wish we had never come here."

Cade sighed. "Though I miss home too, I would not turn back now. Not after I've seen what Phobetor can do. We have to stop him, Tash."

Tasha sighed too. "Yes, I know, but... do you think we really can? We're not even in Nightmare yet, and look how bad things are."

"I don't know if we can stop him, but I have to try. Even," he added quietly, "if I die trying."

He wondered if he was heading into certain death. Would Dream fall soon? Had it fallen to Phobetor's monsters already? If Dream fell before he completed his quest, the bottle would lose its magic, and then truly all hope would die.

With dawn, they continued walking through clouds of mosquitoes until, at noon, they saw heavy fog ahead.

"This fog is the entrance to Nightmare," Cloverfoot said. "To walk into it is to enter the realm of Phobetor."

The words sent shivers down Cade's spine, even in the heat. Cold sweat washed him, drenching his shirt. He stood frozen, staring at the fog ahead. Nightmare. Here it is. They had walked for so long through Dream. Cade had almost believed they'd never see the end of it.

"Dream... so we've crossed it," Tasha said, echoing Cade's thoughts.

The fog roiled and gurgled. Cade felt hypnotized. He could not remove his gaze. Faces seemed to form in the fog, mocking faces of demons and enchantresses, hissing, whispering his name in voices of thunder. The foggy spirits formed and dissipated so quickly, Cade wasn't sure they existed at all, or if he was simply seeing things. He tightened his lips. Every instinct in his body screamed to run the other way, run back to Dream, to find a portal back to Earth. The horrors he had seen in Dream--the Crunge, the Silent Man, the snakes and vultures--none would compare to what lay ahead, he knew. 

Tasha too stared at the fog, paralyzed. She whispered into Cade's ear, echoing his thoughts. "I can't believe we're going to willingly enter the land of nightmares. How could we do this?" She clung to Cade's shoulder. "I want to go back, Cade. To Dream. To Earth."

Cade shut his eyes and clenched his fists. "There won't be anymore Dream, Tash, or anymore Earth. Not if we don't stop Phobetor. The ash and fire would burn Sunflower Corner, and the rot would consume Seashell Shore. And then, when Dream is gone, Earth would be next. We have to go on." The fear aching in his belly, Cade opened his eyes and looked at Cloverfoot. "So we just step in?" he asked. "As easy as that?"

"No," Cloverfoot said. "That would lead to death. This fog is watched, and all who enter are seen by Phobetor's guardsmen."

"So what do we do?" Cade asked. "You said you knew an entrance."

The fox nodded. "We wait. Every few hours, hordes return from Dream carrying loot. I used to be a guardsman of the fogs. That's how I know. Wait for a returning horde, then hide in the wagons of treasure."

"How will we enter the wagons unseen?"

The fox spoke softly. "I will distract them."

They hunched down behind a boulder. As they waited under the dark clouds, Cade again wondered if he could trust the fox, and then decided that he could. Loor had destroyed Cloverfoot's home and enslaved him. This fox would do anything to defeat Phobetor.

Time passed slowly. Tasha fidgeted nervously. Cade felt weariness overcome him and he longed to lie down and sleep. He wished he could return to his bed at home, if only for a night. The fear and pain and homesickness carved out a hole in his stomach and sat there, breeding and swelling.

It seemed hours that they sat under the grumbling sky, weariness in their bones, before finally a glint in the eastern horizon caught Cade's eye. He peered into the distance, eyes narrowed. At first he saw nothing, but soon the glint flashed again.

"Do you see that?" he asked Tasha.

"Where?" the mouse replied. "I see nothing. Wait." Tasha stared. "Yes. I see something. It's heading this way."

Cloverfoot gazed into the east, eyes dark. The cold breeze ruffled his fur. "These are Nightmare's forces returning from Dream. I have oft joined the devilry of Kar as it returned triumphant from its conquests."

The glint soon grew into a patch in the distance, then eventually revealed itself to be a train of wagons heavy with plunder. As the convoy drew closer, Cade could see that the wagons were built of black iron and bone, stretched with crimson leather. Beasts of horns, fangs, and sores pulled the wagons, whipped by demonic drivers with huge drooling grins.

Cade crouched behind the boulder. Soon the wagons were by them, trundling across the stones. The monsters reeked and their grunts and snorts filled the air. Cade risked a peek and saw that treasures filled the wagons: jeweled chalices, crystals like the ones he had seen in Tam's caves, and cages full of deer, wolves, birds, and other denizens of Dream, now prisoners. Cade even saw several chained Elorian women.

"Slave girls for the demons of Nightmare," Cloverfoot said in disgust.

The first wagon--there were scores--entered the fog and disappeared. The others began to follow, leaving the ravaged landscape of Dream and returning to Nightmare.

"How will we sneak into a wagon?" Cade whispered. Demons armed with serrated blades and malice guarded each wagon of bone. Cade did not see how he could climb one without being seen. I can't let myself be captured after all these days of journeying.

Cloverfoot smiled a wry, cheerless smile. Bitterness filled his eyes. "Leave that to me," the fox said. "See that wagon in the back? Bearing the three black banners? That one has room between its chests of plunder. Look, there is hiding place there."

More wagons were entering the fog. Only several remained. Cade was worried they'd all vanish when, with a snarl, Cloverfoot leapt over the rock and raced toward the wagons.

"He's crazy!" Tasha whispered.

Cloverfoot landed before the three remaining wagons and howled. The demons screeched and leapt toward him.

"Devils of Phobetor!" Cloverfoot cried. "You've destroyed my home, but your own doom is near."

The demons raced toward him, snarling. Cloverfoot turned to run and they chased.

"Let's go!" Cade said to Tasha and began to run. The demons chasing Cloverfoot, Cade reached the last wagon. One demon--a pitch-black thing of hooks and horns--turned around, red eyes blazing. Cade leapt behind the wagon, hidden from view.

My God. Cade recognized this demon. The memory pounded through him, making him sick.

"The Silent Man," he whispered. The Incubus we saw in Galgev's garden.

"Did he see us?" Tasha whispered.

Cade could hear the Incubus pacing and sniffing toward him. He pressed himself against the wagon, hidden behind it, clutching his Dreamblade. He's going to find us. It's all over.

Just before the Silent Man could reach them, Cloverfoot came racing by, howling.

"Monsters of Nightmare! Your days are numbered, so says Cloverfoot of the Fox Fort."

The fox was bleeding. Demon claw-marks ran across his body. And yet still he ran, shouting imprecations. The fox leapt onto the Silent Man, who was heading toward the wagon where Cade hid.

Cade did not waste an instant. With Cloverfoot clawing at the Silent Man's face, Cade leapt into the wagon and hid between the chests of crystals. An embroidered quilt of leaves and flowers--it looked like a weave of Maninav--lay between the chests. Cade pulled it over him.

"Fox maggot," hissed the Silent Man, his voice like breaking glass. Cade peeked and felt his heart shatter. The Incubus of hooks and horns had Cloverfoot pressed to the ground under its hoof. As Cade watched, the Silent Man pressed down, cracking Cloverfoot's bones.

Cade clutched his Dreamblade and prepared to leap out of the wagon, to save Cloverfoot, but Tasha yanked his ear.

"No, Cade! We can't save him by dying ourselves," the mouse said. Cade bit his lip, watching the scene in horror.

"You've already lost," Cloverfoot hissed to the Incubus, grinning, and his eyes shone with triumph... then peace. "For Fox Fort, and for King Yor!" the fox cried as the Silent Man crushed his head. The fox died with grass and friends and beauty in his eyes.

Cade hung his head low. He pulled the quilt over his head as tears filled his eyes. "He gave his life for us," he whispered to Tasha.

"He gave his life for the memory of Fox Fort and for the hope of avenging it," Tasha responded softly. "The Death of Cloverfoot of Fox Fort--may the poets of Eloria sing of it in the forests in future days of peace."

The demons laughed and kicked Cloverfoot's body aside. They climbed back into the wagons, whipped the horned beasts, and the convoy began to move. Soon fog enveloped the wagon where Cade and Tasha hid, and finally, after so many days of journey, they entered Nightmare.













Chapter Twenty

White Jasmines









She walked through the fields, her scarves of silk, twenty feet long, streaming in the breeze behind her. She marched solemnly upon elk hoofs, each step a measured thing of beauty like a dance rehearsed ten thousand times. Her eyes were dour, her lips tight, her head straight and her blond hair streaming. Before her, across miles of grassy plains, the Begemmed City rose into the sky.

Under the rising sun, Princess Niv--the half woman, half elk--walked through the plains toward the mountain of jewels.

When the city's scouts saw her, they bowed, cheered, praised her name, and ran to spread the news. Soon trumpets blared and knights galloped with banners bearing her likeness. Around her in the fields, flowers were tossed and men and women bowed with adulation. Niv, Princess of Dream, Goddess of Butterflies, seemed not to notice. She continued her march, her steps long and delicate, her eyes set forward, seeing nothing but the city ahead. As men and women danced and sang and bowed around her, she paid them no heed, just kept moving forward, her scarves of silk flapping.

When she reached the jeweled city, the gates opened with fanfare as blossoms were tossed from the walls and clarions played. The daughter of Yor had not visited the Begemmed City in thousands of years, so long ago, not even the most ancient book could tell of it. The goddess, her lower half shaped as an elk like her father, her upper body shaped as a woman like her mother, silently stepped into the city of marble and gems.

"Praised be thy name, Holy Daughter," cried the people, weeping as she walked. "Praised be Niv, Jewel of Dream."

She moved through the streets, eyes set forward, face emotionless. She seemed to notice nobody, and moved cold and still like the carved masthead of a ship. She passed by market places, where crowds sang for her. She passed by temples where priests worshiped her daily. She passed through alleys between high marble houses, where people cheered on the roofs. Toward the palace she walked, and when she saw it, a tear streamed down her cheek.

The palace doors opened, and the king, queen, and princess of the Begemmed City stepped out. The king wore a cape of purple velvet inlaid with garnets, and a crown of gold and jewels sat upon his head of white feathers. The queen and princess wore gowns of flowing lilac silk, and gems twinkled on their fingers and necks. The three bowed before Niv.

"Holy Daughter of Yor," said the king. "You have bestowed a great honor upon us. How might we be of service to you?"

Niv stepped toward them, face somber. Fireflies and damselflies hovered around her, and flowers bloomed in her cascading hair. "Please rise, my friends," she said, her voice delicate and sad. "Let us step inside. I need your help."

* * * * *

Two years ago, back at their apartment, the kitchen sink had clogged. Tasha had poured Drano down the sink and was taken aback by the stench which filled the room. The apartment stank for an hour. As Tasha lay under the quilt, heading through the fogs of Nightmare, she was reminded of that stench. The fog smelled like it--tenfold. It clung to her fur even as she hid under the quilt, painting her a greenish gray. The grime even stained Cade's armor, Dreamblade, and the clothes Galgev had given him, enchanted clothes resistant to all dirt. This was no normal dirt, but the fog of Nightmare.

The wagon seemed to float. Tasha could feel nothing beneath it. She peeked but saw only fog. It seemed that dragons flew through the fog, but they might just have been wisps of black smoke.

Tasha curled up on Cade's shoulder. I hate this place.

"Hang in there, Tash," Cade said, patting her. With his other hand, he clutched the golden bottle which could imprison Phobetor. It all depends on us, Tasha thought with a chill, lowering her head.

Suddenly the fog parted, and Tasha beheld a landscape of stone and fire. Lava ran in rivulets between red and black boulders, while columns of fire rose into a sky of crimson smoke. Charcoal dragons snaked across the sky while giant gray worms and scaled beasts crawled over the land.

"Nightmare," Cade whispered. "We've reached it at last."

"Now let's find that Phobetor bastard and get the hell out of here," Tasha said.

Rusty iron spikes and barbed wire littered the land, and brooding black mountains filled the horizon. The hot air stank, and the grumble of lava, the crackling of fire, and the screeches of monsters rose in a cacophony.

The wagons rumbled across black earth between the streams of fire. Cade checked his compass. "The wagons are heading north, but Phobetor is west. Let's continue by foot."

Trolls, goblins, living balls of slime, and all manner of monsters filled the land. Cade waited under the quilt until they passed by a pile of barbed spikes, then leapt off the wagon and hid behind the rusty metal, Tasha clinging to his shoulder. The surface was red, muddy, and foul. Cade pushed himself down, hidden in the shadows, until the wagons disappeared into the smoking distance. Beyond the growling clouds and beasts, a keen rose through the air, as from hidden pipes, sad and eerie; Tasha could not place its source, and the sound trickled through her veins like ice water.

"How will we move?" she whispered. "This place is swarming with monsters."

Cade thought for a moment, then took some red mud and painted his skin. He covered his shield, Dreamblade, and clothes with more mud. He broke off bits of wire and metal from the spikes and stuck them into his clothes, fashioning makeshift armor of rusty iron. "Do I look demonic enough?"

Tasha looked around at the goblins and beasts. "They all look different enough from one another. Maybe it'll do."

Cade rose to his feet. Putrid smoke which stank like exhaust flowed across them. Cade began to walk, Tasha perched on his shoulder. Worms the size of warthogs crawled around his feet, while demons and trolls roamed around him. No one paid him any heed. Maybe they don't expect to see a human here, Tasha thought. She held her breath as they moved, partly from fear, partly because the hot air smelled so foul.

"Look, Cade!" Tasha whispered. "There."

Cade looked and grunted. A dozen dreamloomers stood between black stones, but they did not glow like the dreamloomers of Dream. These ones seemed made of black twigs, and ooze dripped from them to sizzle against the ground. Red eyes blinked atop stalks that covered their bodies. With warty fingers, they collected ash and smoke, and wove them into balls of nightmare. Screams, faces torn in anguish, and demonic eyes swirled inside those orbs. The dreamloomers released the nightmares to float into the clouds.

"Now we know where nightmares come from," Cade said, feeling sick. "Tasha, sneak into my shirt and check my compass. I don't dare take it out here; eyes are everywhere."

Tasha crawled down Cade's collar and checked the compass that hung around his neck. She scurried out and pointed toward a shadowy land to their right, rolling into black mists.

"He's that way."

Dragons shrieked and coiled above, distant drums boomed, and thunder crashed with black lightning. Cade tightened his lips, took a deep breath, and continued walking.

* * * * *

In the throne room, Princess Moonmist sat on her chair of live cherry wood abloom with leaves, fidgeting her fingers in her lap. The Goddess Niv stood upon the marble floor, her firefly familiars glowing around her. The flowers upon the walls bloomed wide and sweet-scented in the presence of the goddess.

Moonmist had grown up hearing tales of the gods of Dream, and here she had met three this year--the pegacats, and Niv herself, daughter of Yor. Moonmist could not tear her eyes away from the goddess, and her heart hammered inside her. Princess Niv. Moonmist had spent her childhood wishing she were like the elk goddess. Every bedtime, her nannies would sing to her from the Dreamsong and tell her stories of Niv. And here the elk's daughter from Butterfly Valley stood before her!

This could have been a dream come true, but no... today was far too terrible. Princess Niv had come to the Begemmed City, but she bore terrible news.

"We have sent spies into the caves," Niv continued her story as the king and queen listened, bent over in concern. "Mice and ants and creeping plants. None have returned. Loor has claimed the caves."

The king tugged his beard in anguish. White feathers came out in his fingers. "So the god Tam has fallen, his cave claimed by the Fallen One," the king said. "I never thought I'd live to see such days."

Moonmist lowered her eyes to her lap. Her parents had always seemed so strong, so joyous, and yet now both shed tears. Moonmist herself felt like crying. The god Tam--dead. Killed by Loor. She could hardly believe it. In all her childhood stories, Tam was always the wisest, bravest god after Yor. 

Tam--who wrote the Dreamsong, the god of art and music--dead. Moonmist could hardly believe it, and she felt tears well up in her eyes.

"Ayende, nae loor Tam," she whispered. Goodbye, my beloved Tam.

Moonmist thought of Sir Cade, the Incubus Slayer. Cade was on a quest to Nightmare, Niv had said, a quest to trap Phobetor. Moonmist could hardly believe it. Our life depends on him. Could he save them? A twinge tugged at her heart at the thought of him. She missed him.

If anyone can save us, she thought, it's Cade.

"We must march to those caves," the king said, voice trembling, eyes lit with fury and pain. "We must reclaim them from the furless fox god, from the servants of Nightmare."

"How many men can you muster?" Niv asked. "We need them fast. We can't wait. Phobetor is streaming more forces into the caves. Soon he will flow into the countryside, destroying all in his path."

The king rose to his feet and paced across the throne room, between the suits of burnished armor and vases of flowers. "We can muster ten thousand men within three days, arm them with swords of steel, suits of mail, and helms of burnished bronze. Each will carry a shield and courage in his heart."

Niv stepped toward the king, her elk hoofs tapping, so delicate and sad. "How many horsemen do you have? Ten thousand men are good, but they will move slowly across the country, and we must attack swiftly. It is a thousand miles from this city to the caves, as Windwhisper flies. It will take weeks for footmen to reach the caves, and we cannot wait. How many riders have you? Send out your swiftest horses! Hold Loor back until the ten thousand arrive."

Moonmist shuddered. A thousand miles. It seemed so far.

The king stared at the goddess. "I can give you a thousand armed riders today. The horses of the Begemmed City will not tire; they can gallop all day. Take them while I muster my army. Ride to the caves and hold Loor back until my footmen arrive. I will lead the ten thousand myself."

Niv shook her head, setting her halo of fireflies astir. "No. Do not leave this city, kind king. Your people need you here to protect them. Phobetor will invade more places than the caves, and he will attack this place. I know the Banished One. Stay here and protect the Begemmed City. I will lead the ten thousand."

The king looked out the window, at the winding streets and houses of marble and gems. He sighed deeply, his back bent with sorrow. "I will do as you ask, Goddess of Butterflies. But if I remain to defend the city, and you lead the ten thousand, who will lead the riders? This is a ride for the legends. I cry to think how Tam might have written it into the Dreamsong. This ride needs a leader of royalty or divinity."

Niv stood, thinking, her fireflies glowing. Before the goddess could answer, Moonmist rose to her feet. She stood, trembling, her heart thrashing. Can I truly do this? She could not believe what she was about to say, but she heard herself quietly speak the words. "I will lead them."

For a long moment, nobody moved or spoke. Slowly, the king, queen, and Niv turned to face her. Moonmist felt the blood rush to her cheeks, but she twisted her fingers behind her back and stared back firmly.

"I'm a good rider," she said, a slight tremble in her voice. "I'll lead the horsemen. They will fight for me."

Niv stared at her, and it took all of Moonmist's willpower to stare back. She thought the goddess would forbid her to ride, dismiss her offer, scold her... but slowly, a smile spread across the goddess's face. It was a smile of such goodness and hope, and such warmth filled the goddess's brown eyes, that new tears streamed down Moonmist's face.

"Yes," the goddess whispered. "Yes, you will lead your riders, child."

The queen finally spoke. "Moonmist! No, I can't send her to...." She broke down in tears.

Moonmist stepped toward her mother and hugged her, patting her head. She stared at her father over the queen's shoulder.

"I will ride for Dream."

The king stared at her with haunted, devastated eyes, but she saw his answer within them. I will ride.

The next few hours were a blur to Moonmist. She was rushed from chamber to chamber, down stairs into vast underground armories where clinks and voices echoed, and the air smelled like oil and steel. She could never later truly remember these hours; they were a rush of fitting on armor, praying feverishly, trying to steady her spinning head. Finally, in a daze, she emerged from underground into a courtyard of gray pebbles, between white walls, shaded by willows.

She wore armor and the colors of her city. Silvery mail covered her breast, polished greaves shielded her legs, and vambraces shielded her arms. A gilded helm crowned her head, and from its tip burst a tail of white feathers. A cape and overcoat of purple silks, inlaid with agates, draped upon her. In her left hand, she held a pole bearing a standard that displayed Yor, kicking his hoofs, across a field of pearl. In her right hand she clutched white jasmines, a favor from her mother to carry to war.

War. She could hardly bear the thought. How could she march to fight? She had never fought before, not even a playground scuffle. Could she truly lead men to battle against Phobetor? She shivered. For so many years, Phobetor had been just a frightening bedtime story, but now Nightmare was here, in their world, and she was riding toward it. She felt callow, and wondered if she had made the right choice.

She let her eyes rest upon her sword, which dangled from her side, and it comforted her. Here was one of the city's three Dreamblades, carved by Tam centuries ago and named the Dawnstone. Only two other Dreamblades--Silverstream and Whisper--had ever belonged to the city. Her father wore Silverstream, and Whisper had been lost generations ago, and only myths could guess of its fate.

Can this Blade of Dream defend me against the hordes of Nightmare?

Moonmist was afraid, more afraid than she'd ever been. Evil had come to her home, and Tam was dead. Nothing would ever be the same. She clutched the jasmines to her breast, and petals fell, glided in the wind, flew over the city, and disappeared into the sky. She watched them until she could see them no more. She thought of Cade, how she had stargazed with him among flowers, and she wondered if flowers could ever bloom again in a world without Tam.

Solemn, eyes like frozen tears, the stable boys led her horse into the courtyard. Moonmist gazed at Meteor, her mare with golden fur, and she could bring no warmth to her gaze nor a smile to her lips. The mare stepped toward her, sniffed her fingers, and Moonmist climbed onto her saddle.

"We ride today," she whispered to the horse. "We will ride like we've never ridden."

She rode out of the courtyard, across a path of cobbles, and through winding streets. People gazed from the sidewalks and windows, fearful, timid, some crying. They've heard the news of Tam. She rode across deserted market places, through wide merchant neighborhoods, across narrow alleys, through the jeweled marble streets of the Begemmed City. Goodbye, my home. Will I ever see you again?

Guards pulled open the city gates, those same gates Cade had defended, and she rode into the countryside, where awaited her army. A thousand Elorians, clad in mail and white overcoats, sat upon armored coursers. They carried banners in their hands and swords upon their hips. The sunlight twinkled upon their armor. Their faces, half-hidden behind burnished helms, were dour. Moonmist could smell the fear in the air.

Meteor nickered nervously and skittered sideways. Moonmist sat at the head of her riders, her standard flapping feebly in the breeze. She drew her Dreamblade and raised it overhead, and it caught the sun. The light seemed to grow inside it, until it shone like a light of the heavens. She could hear the soldiers mumbling.

"The Dawnstone! The Dawnstone has emerged and been drawn!"

She passed her gaze upon them, a thousand riders from her city. She recognized some of their faces. Here were the bravest knights in Dream. How many would return to the Begemmed City?

What should I say now? Do they expect a dramatic speech? Inspiring words, quotes for the ages? I am no poet. I am not Tam. Suddenly it all seemed ridiculous to her--that she had volunteered for this mission, that Niv had approved it. She had no martial knowledge. How could she, Princess Moonmist, only eighteen years old, lead the Begemmed City's great assault against Loor?

Yet she had volunteered, and Niv had agreed, and here she was. She could not renege now. For my city, she thought. For Cade and his quest. For all that is good and beautiful in Dream.

Stirring speeches? Earth-shattering words? No, she was no poet. She spoke only three words.

"Let us ride."

With that, they rode.

Thousands of hoofs thundered across the countryside, kicking up dirt, as the coursers galloped, leaving the city behind. The armor of the horses and riders glimmered in the sun, and their banners streamed. The world rose and fell like a storming sea as Moonmist galloped. Fear pounded through her and the wind bit her cheeks. I am galloping to battle, to face the creatures of Nightmare. The terror filled her stomach and cold sweat covered her. She tightened her grip around the banner pole, the banner of Yor, and that gave her strength.

She looked at the banners flying, at the image of the Father Elk, his hoofs kicking, his antlers raised in challenge. Let Loor see who we fight for. He has chosen a war he will not win. We fight for the Great King.

Yet still her heart pounded and her fingers trembled.

Thus began the ride of Moonmist, princess of the Begemmed City. For a fortnight they rode, and the horses of Dream did not tire, but galloped from dawn to dusk. They rode through farms of wheat and barley, and across hills of grass and mist. They rode over streams, splashing, and between towering boulders carved into the likenesses of the pegacats. They galloped across raspberry fields, forests of ash and maple, and around Caterpillar Meadow where Queen Alandria herself lived.

Their hoofs thundered through forests of dogwood, beech, and birch where mushrooms grew tall and squirrels skittered between branches. The wind whipping their faces, they galloped through Sunflower Corner, where the sunflowers rose as tall as the horses' heads. Eyes cold and hearts determined, they galloped through fields of foxtail, through Butterfly Valley, and between copses of birches as white mountains soared in the distance.

Through the rainforest of Tropical Canopy they galloped, where Maninav ruled, and across fields of clover and mist. Never slowing, they galloped across Beluga Beach, where belugas leapt in clear waters and giraffes ran across the grass. They rode through forests of hemlock and ash and pine, the trees a mile high, hiding orangutans. They galloped across fields of marigolds and goldenrod, the sky endless above them, strewn with clouds.

For a thousand miles, across these and many other lands, did they gallop. They rode like none had ridden in Dream before, for this was Dream's most perilous hour.

Finally, weary and blistered, sore and overflowing with fear and determination, they galloped toward mountains of white stones and purple cyclamens. There they stopped. The Crystal Caves loomed above in the mountainside.

The horses had galloped across lands far and wide, but here, at the foot of steep mountains, their journey ended; their hoofs could not climb here. The riders dismounted, drawing their blades which caught the sun. The wind caught their standards and flapped them, displaying Yor's rampant likeness upon the mountainside.

Aching from the long ride, blistered across her backside and thighs, her muscles cramped, Moonmist stared at the caves. She had heard tales of these caves, of their brilliant glimmer that shone for many miles. Today the caves gave no light, but lay as a splotch of dirty gray upon the surface of stone. Loor's curse had dimmed their glow.

"For Yor," she whispered past stiff lips dried by the wind in their long gallop. She heard her men, a thousand armored knights, repeat her whisper behind her.

Where was Loor? Where were the monsters? She could see none, yet fear twisted in her gut like a knife. Clad in her armor, her Dreamblade held before her, Princess Moonmist of Dream began to climb the mountainside.

Her men climbed behind her, and as they advanced, they saw that the flowers were wilted, and the stones were a sickly yellow-gray covered with black slime. Loor had walked upon the mountain.

Where was the furless fox? The fear stabbed her belly, making her sick. I'm going to fight an evil god.... She felt very alone. Niv was still miles behind; it would take days for her ten thousand troops to reach this place. Until they did, it was only she, eighteen-year-old Moonmist, and her men.

She clutched the hilt of the Dawnstone, forcing the fear down. I must be brave. For my parents. For my gods. For Cade and his quest.

"Tam!" cried one of her men, a cry of anguish, and Moonmist looked up and felt the blood leave her face. Ahead, impaled upon a spike, was Tam's head. The god's dead eyes looked down upon them. Moonmist's stomach ached with despair, her head spun, and her fingers trembled. She clenched her fists and jaw.

"Take it down," she whispered to her men. "Bury him under the rocks, and let new cyclamens grow upon his cairn." She clutched the Dawnstone to her breast. "Blessed be his memory."

Then she felt a stench upon the wind, looked up, and saw a terrible god of cruelty and evil.

She screamed.













Chapter Twenty-One

The Land of Fire









Cade walked in silence, hugging himself, through the plains of Nightmare. It was dark here and bleak, and the air felt ashy and hot. He gazed into the sky and could see nothing but blackness, not even wisps of smoke.

"I'd give anything just to see some stars," he said.

"When we go back home, let's go stargazing," Tasha said, riding on his shoulder.

Cade forced himself to smile, though glee was the farthest thing from his mind. "Ooh, romantic, Tash."

The mouse shrugged. "I've never gone stargazing at home. I've seen so many stars in Dream, but I want to see Orion, Cade! And the dippers. The stars you can see from Earth, from our home."

Cade smiled and patted Tasha. "If we get home safely, I'll take you stargazing. We'll bring lots of Golden Delicious apples." He felt like crying suddenly, he missed home and loved his twin so much.

"When we get home," Tasha corrected him.

As they kept walking, the earth became soft and springy. It felt like walking on rubber, and the air smelled like sweat. This land was so foul, Cade could not imagine walking here alone. He thanked God for having Tasha with him.

"Well, look at that, Tasha. I got my wish. The stars are coming out, even here in Nightmare."

They looked up and saw thousands of stars light the sky... but suddenly Tasha let out a grunt of disgust, and Cade too grimaced. Those were not stars in the sky, but thousands of eyeballs, floating above, winking down at them.

Cade looked down, and saw that the ground seemed made of skin. Warts and hairs grew from it. He covered his mouth and nearly gagged.

"Cade...," Tasha said, voice trembling.

Cade walked with tightened lips. "Nothing to do, Tash. We keep walking. Just think of stargazing at home."

Soon strange trees sprouted around them, trees made of arms and hands. The hands twisted and moved on the trees, beckoning with long hairy fingers. Eyes grew from the tree trunks like knots in wood. Soon the trees became thick, a forest of them, and the fingers poked and grabbed at Cade's clothes. He shoved the groping fingers away with his shield, but dared not hew them; who knew what sap they might spew? Tasha hid inside Cade's pocket. The mouse was whimpering.

"I've heard the phrase 'an evil land'. This is the first time I've seen what is, literally, an evil land." Cade shuddered. The eyeballs in the trees winked and seemed to laugh mockingly.

Suddenly he realized that not all those eyeballs belonged to the trees. Some eyes were wider, and yellow, with narrow pupils like those of cats. They glowed in the dark and stared balefully.

Tasha dug her nails into Cade. "I smell cats!" she said.

Cade drew his Dreamblade. The eyeballs reflected within it, tossing back lights. With the new light, he could see the creatures, great hairless cats the size of tigers, with warty legs and wrinkly pale skin. The cats hissed and bared their teeth. They arched their backs, taller than Cade, then lunged forward.

Cade swung Sunclaw and felt the crystal slice through a cat. Tasha shrieked and hid inside Cade's shirt. Claws hit Cade's shield, and he fell to the ground. He twisted, swung his Dreamblade, and sliced through another cat. Dozens of the creatures surrounded him.

"Run, Cade!" Tasha cried from inside Cade's shirt.

Cade leapt up, swinging his Dreamblade, holding the cats back. "Good idea," he said, and yet the cats surrounded him. He tightened his lips, leapt toward one, and swung his Dreamblade. The cat fell back, hissing, and scratched Cade's arm.

Cade felt pain rush through him. He ran past the cat. He was free. Sunclaw clutched in hand, he ran between the trees of arms and hands. The cats followed. As Cade ran, he sliced at the trees' arms. The arms fell to the ground, and their hands clutched at the legs of the pursuing cats.

Cade glanced over his shoulder and fear filled him. The forest now swarmed with hundreds of cats, all chasing him. More kept emerging from the trees at his sides, before him, behind him. He ran from left to right, swinging Sunclaw, darting between the trees. Hope began to leave him.

"Your quest ends here, Cade!" the hairless cats shrieked, horrible screams that rose in unison. "You cannot win."

Tasha peeked from Cade's shirt. "Look, Cade! Up ahead."

Cade saw it--a clearing in the forest. It looked like a black plateau rising from the forest floor, covered with thorns. The sky swirled above it, black and red. No cats stood there.

Cade ran with all his might. A warty cat landed before him, screeching, its mouth huge and red. Cade slammed his Dreamblade, and blood splashed. Panting, he ran up a slope of red stones. The cats howled.

"No!" the creatures shrieked. "No, do not go upon the stones!"

Cade kept running. Soon he reached the thorny black plateau. The cats cried in fury, yet did not follow.

"Foolish mortal," they cried.

Cade turned to look at them, panting, Sunclaw in hand. The cats stood below the slope, among the trees, and dared not follow.

"I don't like this, Cade," Tasha said. "If the cats are scared of this place...."

Cade nodded. He examined his arm. Three long scratches ran down it, trickling blood. He tightened his lips, but did not dare lower Sunclaw to tend to the wound, not with the cats staring up at him.

"Whatever danger lives here, we'll have to face it," Cade said. "How much worse than those cats could it be?"

He took a step deeper onto the plateau.

As soon as his foot landed, he began to fall.

"Cade!" Tasha cried.

The world zoomed around him. He was free falling through an endless abyss. Flapping his arms, he looked down, but could see no bottom, and panic filled him. His hair and clothes flapped.

"Hold on tight, Tash!" he said. "I think we'll be--"

The world froze. Cade found himself standing in darkness, the floor soft beneath his feet. He took a deep breath.

"What happened?" Tasha asked shakily.

"Ever dream you were falling?" Cade rummaged through his pocket for the gems, breathing heavily. "This must be where that nightmare comes from."

He pulled the gems from his pocket and found that he stood in a red, ashy cavern. Craggy boulders rose like teeth, and bones lay strewn upon the floor. He took a deep breath. Were they safe from the cats?

As if to answer him, a deep growl came from ahead.

Tasha sighed deeply. "Lovely place, this Nightmare."

Cade raised Sunclaw, sucking in his breath. The blade burst into light that filled the darkness, and Cade beheld a towering beast of leathery skin, teeth the size of swords, and seven red eyes. It howled and leapt toward him.

* * * * *

This could not be real. Surely this was an illusion. Nothing could be so horrible.

Moonmist pinched her arm, willing herself to wake up. Please, Yor, let me wake up. Only she was not asleep. She was not dreaming. This was real, this evil presence was as true as the chill rushing through her.

I must flee! But she could not. Her body had frozen. She stood, paralyzed, as the dark figure stepped toward her.

As she had climbed the mountain, the sun had shone warmly, and the skies were blue... but it was cold now, so cold that Moonmist shivered, and swirling charcoal clouds covered the sky. Around the figure that descended toward her, all turned to darkness and rot.

She knew him, though she had never seen him before. All knew him. Here was Loor, champion of Nightmare, Phobetor's brother and closest companion.

He stood cloaked in black, his face hidden in his hood. The burned, tattered hem of his robes brushed against the ground as he moved toward her. He brought with him the chill of coldest ice. The world around him darkened, as if he sucked in all light, moving in perpetual shadows. The wind died, as did her breath. The only sound was Moonmist's own heartbeat. For the first time in her life, she felt the presence of pure, unearthly evil.

As Loor stepped down toward her, her men rushed forward, swords flashing. Moonmist could not move, too terrified to even breathe. Loor reached out his hand toward her. His hand was skeletal and pale, the fingers ending with white claws. One finger pointed at her.

"Moonmist...," the dark god whispered, and she felt her innards shatter with terror. He knows my name. His voice was deep, the voice of a demon. In the shadows of his hood, his eyes shone with a sickly glow. He was so close now, Moonmist could see his face, and she screamed again.

His head was the head of a fox, but furless, covered only with gray, wrinkled skin. His eyes burned with endless black fires.

The shock jolted Moonmist out of her paralysis. Her men around her, she swung her Dreamblade at Loor, and the world seemed to explode.

Loor laughed, a horrible deep laugh, and tossed back his cloaks. Black light burst forward in a shock-ring, tossing Moonmist and her men back. They fell in their armor, clanking. Moonmist's breath was knocked out of her, and the world spun. She heard Loor's laughter above.

"For Tam!" she screamed then, from the bottom of her lungs and soul, and rushed forward. Around her, her men roared and ran. From behind Loor, emerging like wraiths into the world, hundreds of demons of fangs and claws howled and spat.

The battle for the Crystal Caves had begun.

Upon the mountainside, demons and knights, a wretched god and a young princess, slashed swords and claws. Under the clouds, the red blood of Dream and the black blood of Nightmare splashed upon the stones. Moonmist's knights swung their blades, severing claws and horns, cutting demons down. The demons fought with fury, tossing men left and right, crushing heads, breaking bones.

"You," Loor hissed, stepping over bodies toward Moonmist. His voice was like freezing wind between cliffs. "Princess... you will be a bride of Phobetor...."

He reached out toward her, and she grimaced and swung her Dreamblade, the Dawnstone. He laughed and raised a shield of polished jet, blocking her blow. Sparks flew like a firebird soaring into the blackened sky.

"You will not overcome!" she cried, blood dripping down her forehead. "You will not enter these lands, betrayer. Submit now to Yor's justice and beg for forgiveness."

His laugh pulsated through the mountains, rippling the boulders, sending scree cascading. The clouds swirled and grumbled. He drew his own Dreamblade. Moonmist knew it, and it sent shivers through her.

Tearfall. Fabled Dreamblade of Loor.

The blade was black and raised foul smoke. It loomed like an obelisk, twice the length of her own Dreamblade. Tearfall fell, and she raised the Dawnstone, and sparks flew as lightning pierced the sky.

"The Dawnstone!" one of her knights cried. "The Dawnstone rises again, to strike at Nightmare!"

Hissing, Loor slammed his blade down. Moonmist screamed and parried the blow, sending sparks that lit the night. Pain shot through her arm, and she raised the blade again, parrying another swing of Tearfall. As monsters and knights clashed and screamed around them, the blades rang and thundered and sparkled in the darkness.

"You will die now, Loor," she screamed as tears and blood ran down her face.

She did not know for how long they fought. With what strength she held back Loor, she did not know. Perhaps he was toying with her, like a cat toys with a mouse before killing it. Perhaps it was for the memory of Tam. Or perhaps it was the Dawnstone that gave her strength, or the courage of her men.

Whatever the reason, she refused to die.

She fought.

By night, bodies of men and monsters lay strewn upon the mountainside, and they continued to fight in the darkness. The monsters' eyes burned with red fire. Every few seconds, lightning flashed, blinding.

Moonmist's muscles ached as she slashed at demons, and blood dripped down her thigh where monster claws had found it. It was not until dawn that she and her men drove Loor back into the caves.

With milky light pouring over the clouds, Moonmist fell to her knees upon the stone. Her armor clanked, and she clutched her Dreamblade to her breast. Black monster blood encrusted the blade.

"Defend the entrance!" she called. "Do not let him out."

Twenty knights blocked the cave, keeping the monsters inside with thrusts of swords, until Loor and his monsters retreated into the darkness.

Moonmist tossed off her helmet. It clanked against the ground, and she took deep breaths. Air. Finally fresh air.

"Is it over?" she asked her lieutenant, her voice shaky. "Is he retreated?"

The answer came from the cave. With howls, the monsters attacked again, crashing against the knights, who fought back with blade and shield. One man fell dead, and another sprang forward to replace him.

All day, Loor's monsters fought to leave the cave, and Moonmist's knights held them back. With night, the monsters seemed more brazen and attacked with more fervor, and more knights fell dead, torn apart by claw and fang.

By the third day, five hundred of Moonmist's knights had died. Half her force. A hundred monsters had been slain.

Five hundred lives, they followed me, they are gone. Guilt and horror tore at Moonmist. Her wounds bandaged, her armor grimy and bloody, she gazed into the west. Where was Niv? Where were the ten thousand?

The monsters launched a new wave of attacks, pounding against the knights, and fifty creatures broke free from the caves and ran down the mountainside. Moonmist led two hundred men, hunted them down, and slew them upon slopes of cyclamens. At the cave's entrance, more knights died.

By the seventh day, only fifty knights and fifty monsters lived.

The Elorians guarded the cave twenty-five in turn. The monsters never rested, never slept, never weakened, and every hour another knight died, rent apart. The bodies lay in puddles of blood.

"You will not take Dream!" Moonmist shouted to Loor, when he himself killed three knights. "I will not let you enter this land."

On the thirteenth day, forty monsters remained, and thirty men. For the first time they were outnumbered, and Loor broke out onto the mountainside again.

They fought upon the slope, Moonmist screaming as she slashed the Dawnstone. Two demons leapt at her, leering, eyes dripping blood. They slashed their claws, and one rent her arm, and she screamed. Her blood bespattered the rocks. In anguish, she lashed the Dawnstone against the monsters, tearing into their scales, tearing them apart, hacking at them again and again as they laughed, until finally they lay dead.

"Niv!" she cried, tears streaming down her face, for she knew her strength was waning. "Niv, where are you?"

On the dawn of the fourteenth day, Loor and twenty monsters slew the last of Moonmist's men.

Alone, trembling, wounded, the Dawnstone in hand, the princess of the Begemmed City stood and faced them.

"I'm sorry, Niv," she whispered as the monsters approached. "I'm sorry I failed you."

She raised her Dreamblade before her, stared at Loor, and prepared to die.

* * * * *

The creature of Nightmare howled above Cade. Its jaw creaked as it stretched its maw wide, wider than Cade's height. Strings of saliva quivered between its great teeth. Flames burst from its seven eyes and its claws sprayed pus.

Panic flowed through Cade and sweat soaked him. He turned to flee, but the monster--twenty feet tall--leapt over him and landed before him, howling. It brought its maw close, and Cade screamed and slashed his Dreamblade. The monster howled, tossed back its head, and roared.

"Cade!" Tasha cried. "Look, behind it. The hole in the ground."

Cade looked. He saw it. A hole, three feet wide. The creature's toilet?

The monster dived down again. Cade raised his shield, blocking the teeth. He fell to the ground as the creature snapped at his shield, nearly breaking Cade's arm.

Tasha leapt onto the shield. The mouse scurried right into the monster's mouth, fit her teeth around a fold of the monster's tongue, and bit hard. The monster screamed and threw back its head. Tasha leapt back onto Cade's shoulder.

"Now, Cade!"

Cade ran, leapt, rolled between the monster's legs, and reached the hole.

He jumped in just as the monster lashed down again. He felt the stench of its breath against him, and then he was falling, tumbling through the blackness, until he hit soft ground below.

Tasha and he lay for long moments, breathing.

"I thought we were done for," Cade finally said, trembling.

Tasha nodded. "We nearly were."

Cade took a deep, shaky breath. "You saved my life, Tasha. What you did there... that was amazing. Thank you."

They still heard the monster roar above, but its roar was distant. Many moments passed before Cade and Tasha calmed their nerves enough to sit up. They were in a tunnel, its walls soft and fleshy, as if they sat inside the veins of a giant. The landscapes of Nightmare live.

They opened the breadbox to find more dried bread. It tasted awful, but it was good to taste anything, to be alive, to breathe, even if they could breathe only the stench of Nightmare.

They slept for a few hours and awoke shivering in the cold.

"I think it's night in Nightmare," Cade said. "It seems even darker now, and colder, though it's hard to say what's night and day here. Maybe there is no night and day, really."

"I want to leave this place," Tasha said miserably. "Let's keep going. Let's get this quest over with and get back home."

If we can find our way home, Cade thought but said nothing. Could they truly defeat Phobetor? It seemed impossible. Would they just die here? That seemed more likely to Cade, and it filled his stomach with sickness.

"Yes," he said with a deep, weary sigh. "Let's keep going." What else could he do? He had come so far, and dared not turn back now, not after all the evil he had seen. We have to defeat Nightmare. Somehow we must. He thought of his sister, and he thought of Princess Moonmist, and he kept moving. I won't give up. I'll keep fighting until the end, even if the end is my death.

He pulled the enchanted bottle from his pocket. He turned it from side to side, admiring it in the gems' glow. Gilded and sparkling, it was so small, he could hide it in his palm. It was hard to believe the fate of the world hung upon it, that such a tiny thing could truly trap the terrible god of nightmares. With a sigh, Cade put the bottle back in his pocket.

He crawled through the dark tunnel, only the gems lighting his way. The floor and walls were soft and sticky, and they quivered whenever he poked them with his Dreamblade. He felt like a fetus in a demon womb.

Soon he heard a sound ahead, too faint to make out clearly. As he kept crawling, he moved closer to the sound and soon recognized it--a woman crying.

He continued moving toward the weeping, and soon saw light ahead. The tunnel widened and he found himself facing a cavern lit with torches. A young woman knelt in the chamber, weeping.

Cade approached the woman. She was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen, with chestnut hair and the figure of Venus. He had never imagined such perfection. She wore a collar, which was chained to the floor, and her tears flowed down her face. She cowered when she saw Cade beside her.

"Please, no more, don't hurt me," she pleaded, eyes welling up with fresh tears.

Cade knelt beside her, struck by her beauty. He couldn't bear seeing such an innocent creature cry.

"I'm not going to hurt you," he said. "Are you hurt?"

She breathed out a shaky breath of relief. "I thought you were one of them."

"One of who?"

She shivered. Cade could barely keep his eyes off her scantily-clad flesh. "Of Phobetor's creatures," she said. "They caught me in the Fox Fort many days ago... it might be years by now. They've kept me here since."

Tasha shifted on Cade's shoulder. "Cade," the mouse whispered into his ear. "She doesn't smell like Dream. She smells, well, like the rest of this place and every monster in it."

Cade examined the woman. She gazed back with huge moist eyes. God, she's beautiful.

"She's been here for a long time," he told his sister, still unable to remove his eyes from the beauty before him. "The smell of Nightmare has covered her by now, that's all."

Tasha tapped her foot nervously.

"But Cade--"

"Please, sir!" the girl interrupted. "They'll be back soon. Free me, and I can show you how to escape. I know all the secret ways of Nightmare." She grabbed his hand.

Cade drew Sunclaw. His blood stirred at the sight of the woman, at the touch of her hand. He couldn't tear his eyes away from her intoxicating beauty, from her bare flesh that swirled his head.

"Cade," Tasha said, "I really think that--"

"Please, sir, hurry!"

Cade raised Sunclaw above the woman's chain, prepared to swing down and free her.

Tasha leapt onto his hand and bit hard. The Dreamblade clattered against the floor.

"Tash--" Cade began in anger when the beautiful girl's eyes burst into flame. Her mouth opened a foot wide, roaring in fury, revealing hundreds of teeth.

Cade leapt back.

"You will die here, mortal!" the devil-woman shrieked, breaking loose from her chains. She grabbed Sunclaw from the ground and shattered it in her claws into a million shards.

Cade and Tasha ran for their lives, the demon howling behind. They raced through the tunnels for what seemed an eternity until they lost the demon in the dark labyrinths of Nightmare.

They fell panting to the ground.

"What the hell was that?" Cade said. He looked at his sister. "Thanks, Tash. You saved my life yet again. I don't know what came over me."

"In Nightmare," Tasha said quietly, "things are not always what they seem. I trust my nose!"

"It's never let us down," Cade agreed. "I'm sorry that I doubted you. It was like she had some spell on me."

Tasha nodded. "When I was at school, there was a boy I liked. He was handsome, and I loved him... until I learned he was spreading rumors about me." The mouse shrugged. "It's easy to hate evil when it's ugly. A bit harder when it's got a pretty face and lips that drip sugar."

Cade sighed. "She broke my Dreamblade. Just in the place where we need it most."

"But we still have the bottle. That's what counts."

Cade patted the bottle in his pocket, the magic bottle that could imprison Phobetor. "Yes. So let's go get the bastard so we can get the hell out of here."

"And go home," Tasha agreed.

* * * * *

Moonmist stood alone, the Dawnstone in hand, covered in dirt, sweat, blood, and ash. Black clouds swirled above her, and the bodies of her men, her knights, her people lay strewn around her. Thus stood Moonmist of the Begemmed City, and in her heart burned fear and courage, and as the cold wind blew the feathers back from her face, her fingers tightened around the hilt of her Dreamblade.

"My name is Princess Moonmist, Daughter of Yarel, of the Begemmed City," she spoke through cracked lips. "Here do I stand. Here do I stay. Thus have I lived, and here shall I fall."

As the creatures of Nightmare stepped toward her, the princess raised her voice and called out words as clear as the streams of her homeland. "Yoa na: thalanden fan ayendey ta lom fala. Na ley ta, Eloria. Gala ayende."

Hear me: I speak farewell to the white walls and to jewels. I love thee, Dream. Goodbye.

The words of death. Forever had her ancestors uttered them before leaving Dream and entering the Afterworld.

Loor nodded. "Well spoken," the dark god said softly, and for an instant, respect filled his eyes. "Well spoken, princess." He bowed his head. "You have fought well. You have defended your king and people bravely."

He raised his Dreamblade then, to strike her down, to end her last stand and fill Dream with his rot and wilt. I will not let him capture me, she swore. I will die now, and die fighting. She raised her Dreamblade, and the Dawnstone and Tearfall clanged. Let the Dreamblades ring one last time upon the mountain.

Sparks rose from the blades, shooting into the sky, mingling with the lightning, a pillar of light and power, lighting the mountain...

...and from the west, trumpets answered the clang of blades.

The light spread across the firmaments, and Moonmist looked into the west, and there she saw Niv, the Half-Elk, Daughter of Yor, leading ten thousand men in armor under the sky.

"A princess they brought into Dream, and they named her Niv," Moonmist whispered from the Dreamsong, tears in her eyes.

The ten thousand flowed up the mountain, Niv at their lead like a pillar of fire, clad in gilded armor, brilliant in the sunrays that pierced the clouds. Moonmist laughed as soldiers flowed around her. She laughed as she had laughed in her childhood, laughing between the waves at sea, laughing as she laughed when tugging her father's beard. As swords clanged and monsters fled, Moonmist of the Begemmed City laughed and tears streamed down her face.

"Moonmist!" Goddess Niv called, lifting the girl from the ground. She had fallen to her knees and not noticed, so joyous she was, overcome with felicity.

They drove Loor back into the caves that day, and slew all his monsters, and reclaimed the mountain.

With Loor sealed in the cave, guarded and shielded from Dream, Moonmist fell to the ground and slept for many hours.













Chapter Twenty-Two

The Factories of Nightmare









Cade walked slowly across black plains, feet aching, muscles cramping. Ash covered the ground, and the sky swirled with smoke. Fumes filled the air, stinging his eyes, filling his lungs, making him dizzy.

"Tasha, are you all right?" he asked hoarsely.

Tasha could barely talk. She just nodded weakly, lying on her stomach upon Cade's shoulder. Ash covered her fur.

Hundreds of chimneys rose around them, spewing black, gray, and red smoke. Factories clanged and growled as wheels spun, tracks moved, and hammers fell. Around them, the industries of Nightmare worked, covered with barbed wire and soot.

"What do you think they're making, Tash?" he asked.

The mouse coughed. "I don't know. I don't care. Whatever it is, it must be disgusting."

Cade nodded. Lakes covered the landscape, pale and foamy. They smelled like ammonia. Bridges of rusty iron connected islands of black, lifeless rock. Whenever Cade crossed a bridge, the stench of the lake nearly overpowered him, and he feared he would pass out. His head ached, and he could barely see, his eyes were so sore.

He pulled his shirt over his mouth, but it made breathing scarcely easier. The chimneys continued to pump their fumes, and as Cade climbed across one scraggly island, a low chimney belched fumes right onto him. He fell to his knees, coughing, and dragged himself forward out of the fog.

"Maybe," Tasha whispered, "we should turn back, find another way."

Cade shook his head, coughing. "The compass points this way. We must continue."

"If we keep going, we'll suffocate."

Cade coughed and his eyes stung so badly, for a moment he was blind. He rubbed his eyes and thought he could make out the entrance to a factory. Pale figures moved behind its thin windows.

"Let's go in there," he managed to say. "I saw living things inside. We can catch our breath."

Living things would be monsters, he knew, but Tasha was right. They would suffocate out here in this land of poison. On his hands and knees, Cade dragged himself toward the factory. He pushed the door open and collapsed onto the floor inside.

With his foot, he pushed the door shut. The air inside the building smelled just as foul, but at least the smog was gone, and for long moments Cade lay breathing deeply. Finally he pushed himself up and looked around. The room was bare, built of gray bricks, and slimy footprints covered the floor. A stairwell led into a basement. A window looked into a second room, where a wheel spun in a pool, churning black liquid.

"I don't like this place," Tasha said. "Let's leave."

"We can, soon," Cade said, wishing he had something to wipe the soot off with. "Let's explore first. Maybe the factory basements are connected, and we can travel in here instead of outside. Maybe we'll find food and water too."

Tasha shuddered. "Did you see the creatures in the windows? Monsters live here."

"Exactly. Things are alive inside. Nothing lived outdoors. Outside is deadly."

Did the Incubi--Phobetor's scouts into Dream--find the flowers, leaves, and streams of Eloria as foul as Cade found Nightmare? Cade recalled the Crunge, who stood between pines; was the monster disgusted by Dream's pristine landscapes? Cade remembered the scent of pines, the nettles that covered the crumbly earth, the small purple flowers that grew between stones, the birds and squirrels that nested in leafy branches. He missed Dream so deeply, he ached with the memory.

Tasha sighed. "All right, Cade. But I don't like this."

Cade began to step down the stairwell. Darkness soon enveloped them, and Cade pulled out the glowing gems. The sound of hammers and saws and fires came from below, interspersed with grunts and shrill banshee cries. The air smelled like metal and oil.

"Look, Cade," Tasha said. "Light ahead. And... and...." The mouse sniffed, whispers twitching. "I can smell something good. Something like Dream."

Cade smiled. "See? It was good to come here. Maybe we'll find allies."

A red light glowed ahead. Cade walked toward it and found an archway leading into a chamber. Cries, grunts, and squeals came from inside. Cade crept along the stone floor, placed himself against the wall, and peeked into the chamber.

Inside, great wheels--twenty feet tall--spun on ropes, while tracks moved, pumps pumped, tubes sucked and spewed liquid, and giant mechanical hammers rose and fell. Cauldrons boiled, sprockets creaked, and ovens burned.

"They're making armor, swords, spears, chariots, tools for an army," Cade whispered.

Slimy white creatures patrolled the factory. They looked like eels, but had arms and legs, and walked straight and naked. Thin and grim, they stared with black eyes and held whips. Those whips were busy, landing on the backs of slaves who worked the machines. The slaves were beings of Dream--Elorians with feathery heads, animals, even faeries. They were all chained, haggard, and scarred from beatings.

"It's terrible," Tasha whispered, covering her eyes. "Cade, let's get out of here."

Cade nodded slowly. "I think that might be a good idea."

He turned away, back toward the stairwell, and found himself facing three of the slimy slave drivers.

"A spy!" they hissed, showing rows of long thin teeth. Their black eyes blazed, and they grabbed Cade's shoulders. Electricity shot from their fingertips, crackling, lighting the room, and Cade screamed.

His body convulsed, then fell limply to the floor.

* * * * *

Weary and bored, Harmony lay upon a gargoyle, flicking her tail.

She was well hidden between the gargoyles, upon this black fortress of the Afterlife. For many days she had lain here, watching the ghosts stream by, and she had never felt more alone.

"Oof! Will those wraiths never leave?" she whispered, blowing out her breath in frustration. She was sick of lying here in the shadows, hiding. She crept along the gargoyle and glanced up, to the crest of the tower. Starlight's cage still hung there, the wraiths guarding it.

Starlight! Harmony thought hard. Starlight, look at me. I'm here! Harmony furrowed her brow, trying with all her strength to transfer her thoughts into Starlight's mind. Yet Starlight seemed not to notice, and did not look down toward her. The black pegacat just lay on the floor of her cage, curled up.

I wish she knew I was here, Harmony thought. It would make her feel better. I wish I could hug her.

Harmony rolled onto her back, tail flicking. She had been here for so long. How long has it been? Harmony did not know. There was no day or night here, no light or darkness, just forever gray and cloud. There was no food, no drink, yet there was never hunger nor thirst. There was no cold, no warmth, just numbness. Sometimes Harmony wondered if, in the world of the dead, she was becoming dead herself. Was she turning into a ghost?

I have to get out of here, she knew. With Starlight. If only the wraiths would leave, she could free her sister, yet the ghoulish crones kept a constant vigil around the cage, dancing in circles. The sky around the fortress swarmed with more wraiths, horrible arch-ghosts, the guardians and enforcers of the Afterlife. Here was their home. This fortress was their domain. Since arriving in this place, Harmony had seen hundreds of wraiths visit the tower, each more decayed and horrible than the other.

"Maybe, with my brain, I can make the wraiths leave," she said to herself. If she was unable to transfer thoughts to Starlight, maybe the ghosts would be more receptive.

She furrowed her brow, tightened her lips, held her breath, and thought hard. Leave this place! Go away, wraiths. Go away. Leave, leave!

She peeked toward the wraiths. Still there. Harmony took a deep breath, shut her eyes, tightened every muscle, and forced all her willpower toward the wraiths. Leave! she thought. Go away, wraiths. Leave Starlight's cage. She had never concentrated so hard in her life.

A booming voice flowed across the world, shaking the fortress. "Wraiths of Afterlife!"

Harmony clutched the gargoyle for fear she'd fall. The trembling spun her around, and she clung to the gargoyle from beneath it. She peeked, and her blood froze.

Through the clouds of Afterlife, not a ghost, but of flesh and ichor, floated Loor.

Harmony could hardly breathe. Loor! The son of Galgev and Maninav, the Prince of Nightmare, here in the Afterlife! Harmony shook her head in disbelief. She had not seen the Sad God in a thousand years, not since he'd left Dream in search of his brother Phobetor.

What was he doing here? Could he be dead? No. His cloaks were black and heavy, his skin gray and furless, his fox eyes small and yellow. He lived.

"Guardians of the Afterlife," he called. "Follow me now. You are needed in Dream."

One of the wraiths outside Starlight's cage--the wizened sister of Winived, her hair wild and her teeth long--hissed at the Sad God. "We owe no fealty to Nightmare, Son of Flowers."

Son of Flowers. Harmony shook her head sadly; Loor hated that name more than any other. Yes, Loor was the son of Maninav, the flowery goddess of the Tropical Canopy, and yet all flowers wilted around him.

"But you owe fealty to your sister, the Queen Mother of Nightmare," Loor spat back, eyes burning. "Follow me to Dream, and you will have the spirit of Niv to torment for eternity, alongside the soul of Tam which I have given you."

The wraiths' eyes lit up like beacons in the fog. "Niv! You mean to kill the Half-Elk!" They rubbed their wizened hands and drool dripped down their fangs. "We will follow."

Loor turned and floated away, moving as fast as Windwhisper through a clear sky. The wraiths howled and followed him, a train of sickly gray wisps. "Niv, Niv, we'll bring you here," they chanted as they streamed forward. More and more wraiths joined them, and soon hundreds were following Loor, draining out of the fortress. "Niv, Niv, a goddess for us!"

Harmony slunk under the gargoyle, making herself as small as possible. Nobody saw her. She could not believe it--all the wraiths were leaving. It worked! I made them leave with my brain. I really do have mental powers!

But with her joy lived worry. They were going to kill Niv. I must save her.

Creeping along the gargoyle, Harmony peeked and saw that only a single wraith remained. The wraith, a crone of wispy hair and foot-long fingernails, floated in vigil outside Starlight's cage.

Well, this is as good a chance as I'm going to get, Harmony thought. She took a deep breath and tightened her lips.

"For Starlight," she whispered.

She glanced around, saw no one, and leapt off the gargoyle. Lips tightened, she flew toward the tower top, where hung the cage. The wraith floated there, staring around with yellow eyes, but Harmony flew skillfully from cloud to cloud. Finally she was only a few feet away, so close that she could hear Starlight's breath.

Harmony darted toward the tower, flattened herself against the wall, and crept slowly up. The wraith did not notice her yet... but any moment now, those evil yellow eyes would turn toward her.

Harmony drew her claws, leapt off the wall, and crashed into a small cloud.

"Hey you!" she cried, and the wraith spun around. Harmony flapped her wings, tossing wisps of cloud into the wraith's eyes.

The wraith howled, a sound that shattered the tower windows, like claws on a chalkboard. Harmony shot forward like an arrow, claws sparkling, and tore into the wraith's face.

"Starlight!" she cried. "I'm here for you!"

"Harmony!" her sister answered.

The wraith flapped her arms, and Harmony felt blows like icy wind piercing her. She clawed again and felt the wraith's essence give way. The wraith felt halfway between smoke and cotton candy, barely tangible.

A mortal would not be able to hurt a wraith, but Harmony, small and innocent though she was, was still a goddess of Dream. She was still a child of Yor. Her claws had some strength in them, and she had some magic to her.

"Leave--" She slashed her claws. "--Starlight--" She bit and scratched with a fury. "--Alone!" The wraith screamed, and Harmony kept scratching like a propeller, until the wraith's head was torn into wisps of fog that floated away. Harmony grabbed the wraith's keys just as the creature dispersed into the wind.

Harmony crashed against the cage, shivering in cold, but also in excitement. Those blows had hurt, but she did not care. She cared only about Starlight.

"Hiyo, Starlight," she said, clinging to the cage bars.

Inside the cage, Starlight stared with wide eyes, her jaw unhinged. "Harmony!" The black pegacat rubbed her eyes, then laughed. "Fancy meeting you here! I thought I'd never see you again."

Harmony was already working at the cage's lock. She tried one key at a time, until the lock clicked. The cage door swung open.

"Well, out you go, Starlight," Harmony said. Starlight moved slowly. Her muscles seemed stiff and cramped, but her face glowed. Once she was out of her cage, she crashed into Harmony with a crushing hug.

"Thank you, Harmony!" she said, and her eyes sparkled with tears. "You saved my life. It was the first time I was away from you, and I couldn't bear it."

Harmony too felt her eyes moisten. She hugged her sister, overcome with emotion. "Of course I couldn't leave you, Starlight. Of course I'd follow you to the Afterlife and back. I love you so much."

Starlight laughed and cried, then rubbed her eyes. "Did you hear Loor? Niv is in trouble. Let's go!"

Harmony nodded, her eyes blurry and her throat choking up with love for her sister. Together again, the two pegacats spread their butterfly wings and took flight, following the wraiths through the endless, cloudy skies of the Afterlife.

They flew for a long time, the fogs swirling around them, white and gray and cobalt. All the while, worry for Niv, and love for Starlight, swirled through Harmony like the clouds. She shuddered. Had war come to Dream? Dream had never known open war, and yet now Loor and the wraiths were heading there, and they wanted to kill Niv. Harmony swallowed the fear that grew as a lump in her throat.

Finally they saw a glowing darkness ahead. Harmony had never imagined that darkness could glow, but here before her glimmered a black stain in the sky. Loor and the wraiths flew into the black patch and, with sparks of lightning, vanished.

"A portal back home," Starlight said.

The last of the wraiths vanished into the portal. Starlight and Harmony approached the black stain. It buzzed with the whispers of demons and crackled and trembled like a dying star.

"It's going to close," Harmony cried. "Faster!"

They flapped their wings with all their might, shooting forward, as the portal began to collapse. Lightning flashed through the portal and thunder boomed. It shrank and shrank, and soon was only a yard wide. Harmony and Starlight shot forward, squeezing through the portal just before it collapsed.

They found themselves in darkness, flapped their wings to slow down, and thudded into a stone wall. They fell together and hit a stone floor with an "oof!".

For a moment the pegacats lay in silence, dazed. Harmony felt for her sister in the darkness.

"Where are we?" she whispered.

Starlight's eyes glowed in the darkness. "A cave. It might be the same place where I was kidnapped."

I wonder if Cade is here, Harmony thought. But it had been weeks since she'd seen him, maybe even months. He must be far away now, on his way to Nightmare. Maybe he was already in Nightmare. She shivered.

From far above came a horrible shriek. The wraiths. Harmony could also hear shouting men, clanging steel, and the cries of Loor, too distant to make out. Even fainter, she thought she could hear a familiar voice shouting....

"Niv!" Harmony cried.

"Let's go." Starlight began racing through the darkness. Harmony followed. She could barely see a thing, but gradually a sickly gray light began filling the caves. Crystals grew in the walls, dim and twisted, diseased. The pegacats moved from chamber to chamber. Gray veins covered the crystals and their light hurt Harmony's eyes.

She recognized this place. The Crystal Caves--but not as they had once been, beautiful and full of healing light. No. Loor had walked through this place, and had brought his disease here.

Suddenly Harmony had the terrible sense, more than ever before, that the world was changing, that her days of gamboling and innocence were ending, that life had become forever more solemn and sad. She hung her head.

In the last few chambers of the caves, blood stained the floor, both the black blood of demons and the ichor of a god. Tam fought here. Evil symbols of Nightmare were smeared into the walls. Harmony saw the Fang of Kar, the Mountain of Despair, the Beast of Darkness, and the deep purple spiral that made her shiver.

They reached the last chamber, which was drenched in blood, and burst out onto the mountainside.

There Harmony saw a sight that froze her blood. She cried in horror.













Chapter Twenty-Three

In the Belly of the Whale









Crackling pain shocked Cade, waking him up, making him grimace and grunt. The pain vanished, and Cade took a ragged breath and opened his eyes. He lay on the floor, fettered, as eelmen stood above him.

"What do--" he began, when one eelman grabbed him. Electricity crackled, and Cade screamed. The eelman stepped back, and Cade breathed and coughed.

"You will be silent," the eelman commanded. His voice was deep, bubbly, like a creature speaking underwater. "If you talk, there will be pain. If you even think of escape, there will be pain. You are ours now. Stand up."

The eelmen tugged his chains, pulling him up, like a marionette on strings.

"Now move." They jabbed him with pointed sticks, goading him down a hall. Tasha was nowhere to be seen.

Fear filled Cade. Tasha was gone! Cade would never forgive himself if anything happened to his sister. It's all my fault. Tasha never wanted to come here. I led her into this danger. At least the eelmen had left his pockets and pack untouched. Cade breathed in relief. The compass still hung around his neck, and he could feel the bottle in his pocket.

So long as I have those, my quest is not over. He tightened his lips. Somehow I must escape this place and find Tasha.

The eelmen shoved him into a chamber where a hundred slaves pulled on winches. The winches turned great wooden Archimedes Screws, pumping oil from a pool into tubes that ran into the walls. More eelmen patrolled the chamber, whipping the slaves and squealing in the harsh language of Nightmare.

One slave lay bloody on the floor, whipped to death. As Cade watched, two eelmen lifted the body and tossed it into the oil, where it fizzed away into nothing. Nausea filled Cade, and he gagged.

"I said silence," said one of the eels who led him, and shocked him again. Cade clenched his teeth.

"Now get to work," the eelman said, shoving Cade toward where the dead slave had stood. Blood still covered the floor. "Grab that handle and pull. If you are too slow, there will be pain."

Cade grabbed the winch and began to pull, spinning it, pumping oil from the pool into the Archimedes Screw, until it reached a tube and flowed out of the chamber. The eelmen watched behind. The winch was large, and Cade's arms soon ached.

Worry filled him. Where was Tasha? Had they killed her? Cade dared not ask. Since that day that left them orphaned, he had never been away from his sister for more than a day or two. I couldn't bear it if anything happened to her.

"Work faster." The whip hit his back.

As he moved the winch, Cade glanced to his sides. Elorian slaves worked around him. Some appeared to have been here long; they were thin and weary with travail, and hope had abandoned their eyes. Together, maybe we can escape. I have to escape somehow, otherwise Phobetor has won.

"Hey," he whispered to the slave beside him. "What's your name?"

The whips fell upon both of them, and the eelman grabbed Cade and spun him around. Electricity crackled, and Cade grimaced.

"This is your last warning," growled the eel. "You cause trouble once more, and you die."

Smoke was rising from Cade. Finally the eelman let go, and Cade fell to his knees.

"To work, now."

Cade struggled to his feet and continued to work. Time passed, hours perhaps, and his muscles were screaming by the time the eelmen blew horns, and the slaves dropped their arms and took ragged breaths. One eel turned to leave the room, and the slaves lined up behind him and followed.

Cade walked with the slaves, who were rubbing their arms and staring at their feet. The eel led them into a mess hall, where hundreds of slaves sat at trestle tables. The towering hall was built of metal, and torches burned along the walls. Moving like automatons, the slaves lined up to collect bowls, then to fill them with gruel. When Cade had his bowl filled, he began searching for a table to sit at. Eelmen patrolled the room.

"Hey, Cade!" came a whisper from one table, and Cade looked, and joy filled him, sweeping away his pain and fear. Tasha sat upon the table, eating from a small dish.

"Tasha!" Cade whispered. He had never felt more relief and love for his sister. Tasha is alive! Thank God.


He walked toward the table and sat by the mouse. Tasha looked at him, and seemed about to speak, but two eelmen walked down the aisle between the tables. The mouse waited until they were gone.

"Nasty creatures, aren't they?" Tasha whispered.

Cade nodded. "They have you working too?"

"Yeah. Putting together chain mail, a billion rings of metal. They've got all the mice, faeries, sparrows, and other tiny creatures working on it. You?"

An eel shout came from across the room. "No talking!"

Cade and Tasha lowered their heads toward their bowls. For a moment they ate in silence. The gruel tasted like wet sand, but Cade was famished and ate it quickly, wrinkling his nose at the taste. He drank from a cup of brackish water.

Finally he glanced around, waiting until the eels were not watching, and whispered again. "We have to escape, Tash. We can't wait another day. They're building armies here, and this bottle won't work once Dream falls."

Tasha glanced around. "Escape? I don't know, Cade. A hundred of those slimy eels fill the room."

Cade nodded. "And over a thousand slaves." He took a deep breath and placed Tasha on his shoulder. "Just follow my lead."

With that, Cade stepped onto the table and kicked off his bowl. It clanged against the floor. Everybody turned to look. Cade was suddenly shocked at his recklessness, but he swallowed his fear. I have to do this now, before I change my mind.

"Everybody, follow me," he cried. "We break free!"

He started running toward the doorway. The eelmen howled and rushed toward him.

"Follow me!" he cried.

The slaves all stared, terrified and paralyzed. The eelmen surrounded him, and electricity flew from their fingertips, knocking Cade down. Whips landed on him, and he doubled over in pain. One of the eelmen--the one who first captured Cade--stepped toward him.

"I warned you, slave. Now you die."

* * * * *

Niv stood upon the mountaintop, overlooking Dream as clouds streamed around her, blond hair flying in the wind, and all who looked upon her saw her father's majesty.

Around her upon the mountainsides, the wraiths were flowing over her troops, clawing and biting, and whatever flesh they touched turned icy white. The bodies of Elorians lay in blood, arms sticking up like tombstones, faces frozen in anguish.

Clad in gilded armor, Niv raised her Dreamblade--the sword Whisper, reemerged into Dream after centuries. It glittered on the mountaintop, a beacon alight over Dream.

"Fight for Dream!" the Half-Elk princess called over the din of battle, her voice like thunder, and lightning flashed around her. "Fight for Yor."

The troops saw her glowing Dreamblade, and their faces brightened, and their blows struck with more strength.

"Whisper! Whisper has returned."

The wraiths only laughed, mocking, their eyes dripping pus. Loor stood behind, high upon the mountain, a dark stain overseeing the battle. Niv tightened her lips. Loor may stand aside as troops die for him, but I will fight.

She leapt forward, landed in the sea of men and wraiths, and began spinning her gleaming sword. Her elk hoofs kicked, and her blade shot like lightning, whirring in circles so swiftly, it appeared as a disk of light. Elorians gasped around her. Let any survivors, in ages to come, say that here they saw a goddess incensed... and let them call it glorious.

Above the din of battle, Niv heard voices she had not heard in many days, and it filled her eyes with tears.

"Take that, wraiths!" cried Harmony the pegacat, flying a hundred yards to the east, clawing at the wraiths.

"Eloria will stand!" Starlight answered the call, her own claws slashing.

My pets. Tears streamed down Niv's face and her heart quivered within her. My brave pegacats.

"The pegacats!" the troops called. "The pegacats have arrived, blessed be Yor. The gods fight with us."

Niv leapt across the mountain, slicing wraith after wraith, dispersing their fog. Yet for each one she slew, five more emerged from the caves, and anguish filled Niv.

"Fight them!" she called to her troops. "Behind me, rally here."

Yet they could not. When the men tried to rally, wraiths leapt into their midst, scattering them. They could not regroup, and more and more men fell. How many are dead? Hundreds. No, it must be thousands by now.

Tears burned in Niv's eyes, yet she continued to fight, slaying the ghosts. She looked up the mountainside to Loor and tightened her lips. It is him I must kill.

She leapt, spinning in the air, and landed behind the wraiths she fought. She bounded up the mountain, flying fifty yards with each leap, toward the Sad God. A hundred wraiths materialized around him, crashing into Niv.

"Loor!" she cried in anguish, eyes shut, the iciness piercing her. The wraiths swarmed around her, and her fur froze. Her blade dropped from her hands. She fell, the earth shook, and boulders rolled.

"Niv, Niv, a goddess for us!" the wraiths chanted in impossibly high-pitched, echoing voices. "Niv, Niv, for the Afterlife."

"Father!" Niv cried in pain, weeping, for she knew that she would die here. She flapped her arms and kicked her hoofs, and the wraiths mobbed her, crowding above her, and in the distance she heard Loor laughing.

It ends here. Forgive me, Father, I have failed you.

Suddenly: The furious cry of a girl above her, and light upon her face.

"You will not take her!" shouted the girl, and Niv opened her eyes and saw Moonmist standing above her. The princess was swinging the Dawnstone, keeping the wraiths at bay.

Niv leapt to her hoofs, grabbed the fallen Whisper from the ground, and stood by Moonmist. The Half-Elk and the Elorian princess stood back to back, swinging their swords in a sea of wraiths.

Niv looked down the mountain and her heart fell. She had brought ten thousand men. Nine thousand at least lay dead, frozen, icy-white, faces locked in anguish and fingers paralyzed as claws. The rest will soon join the dead, Niv knew. The chilling realization filled her: I cannot win this battle.

"Moonmist! Hold onto me." She wrapped her arm around the princess's waist. Moonmist swung her arms around Niv's neck. Niv leapt, flying out of the ring of wraiths. They landed by a tall boulder, for a moment free from battle.

"Moonmist," Niv said, "go to the River Lands."

Moonmist stared back, eyes wide. She shook her head. "They will not heed me, Your Highness. They hate Elorians. They shun all who trespass."

Wraiths leapt around the boulder, and the Dawnstone and Whisper flew.

"Do as I command!" Niv shouted over the din of battle, her voice hoarse with tears and anguish. "Go to the Lor Ya. Ask for their aid. Do it or Dream falls."

Her face sooty, her limbs bloody, Princess Moonmist nodded. She swung her Dreamblade, slicing a wraith in half, then raised her blade in salute to her goddess.

"I pray you draw breath until I return."

Then the princess turned and ran down the mountainside between thousands of bodies.

A hundred wraiths swarmed around Niv, and her Dreamblade flew. Around her, more of her men were dying. The wraiths covered her, she fell to the ground, and iciness overcame her.

The last thing Niv saw was Loor, leaning over her and smiling. He slung her over his shoulder, and then all thought faded, and darkness overcame the Princess of Dream.

* * * * *

Cade walked, hands tied behind his back, as the eelmen goaded him forward with spears. Tasha was stuffed into his pocket, her legs bound with thread. Cade was dizzy and weary, shocked and beaten and famished. He could barely drag his feet forward, and fear filled him. He cursed himself. I should have listened to Tasha and never entered this place. Now I'll die, and so will Dream and Earth. The anguish ached in his stomach and throat.

The eels shoved him through a door, and Cade found himself outside upon a roof, under a sky of swirling gray and green smoke. The air smelled foul, and more chimneys and factories spread for miles around. A lake of ammonia frothed below, raising fumes. It's so ugly here. Such an ugly place to die. Hundreds of eelmen covered the roof, and slaves stared from more roofs around them.

"Walk," one eelman said, shoving Cade onto a plank that jutted off the roof. The lake gurgled below, and Cade almost lost his balance. He swayed on the plank over the poisonous lake.

"I guess this is it, Tasha," Cade said to his twin. He swallowed a lump in his throat. So this is how our life ends, after all we've been through. "I'm sorry I led us here. It's my fault."

"You're damn right it is!" Tasha called from his pocket.

A group of eelmen stepped onto the roof, clad in golden armor, carrying drums and drumsticks of ivory. Strings of gilded teeth hung around their necks. They began to beat their drums and chant songs in the language of Nightmare.

Trumpets blew, and a bent old eelman stepped onto the roof between his armored brethren. This eel wore a samite robe studded with firegems. He held a scepter crowned with a ruby the size of a fist. A second ruby glistened on his forehead.

The old eelman stepped toward the edge of the roof and began to chant. "Rise, mighty Leviathan, god of the depths! Rise to feast."

Cade swallowed. "I don't like this," he whispered to Tasha.

The lake began to gurgle and bubble. The eelmen all cheered, and the slaves cowered and whimpered. The eelmen beat their drums and chanted at the tops of their lungs, while their leader raised his hands above his head.

"Rise, great whale of Phobetor. The time to feed has come!"

A grumble came from the churning lake, so loud that the roof trembled. Cade took a step back, but the eelmen jabbed his back with spears, keeping him on the plank above the lake.

"Take this offering, Leviathan, in the name of Phobetor!"

Below Cade, something began to rise from the lake, dripping ammonia. At first it seemed like a black island rising from below, covered with barnacles. But soon a mouth opened, twenty feet wide, full of sharp teeth. Red eyes glared.

"What is it, Cade?" Tasha cried from his pocket. "I can't see."

Cade was about to reply, when the eelmen shoved him forward, and he toppled off the plank. Cade screamed as he fell. The creature below opened its mouth wide, and all Cade knew was stench and darkness.

For a long time, he slid down the whale's throat, waiting to die. Slimy things rubbed against him, heat came from below, and the grumbling of the creature filled his ears. In the distance, muffled, he could still hear the eels cheering.

"Tash," he cried, "are you all right?"

"Still alive," Tasha said. "What happened?"

"A whale swallowed us," Cade said

"Oh, great. This keeps getting better and better."

With a splash, they finally fell into a puddle, the floor soft and the darkness complete. We're in the belly of the whale. The world trembled as the whale swam, and its grumbles filled Cade's ears.

He lay for a moment, catching his breath. He tried to stand up, but with his arms bound behind his back, and the whale squirming, he could barely move. Despair filled him. He could see no way out this time. I've failed Windwhisper. He lowered his head.

"So this is how it ends," he whispered. "I never thought it would be like this."

A strange voice answered him, coming from behind. "The end? My friend, all ends are just beginnings." The voice echoed.

Cade turned his head, tensing, but could see nothing in the darkness. He heard only dripping, echoing water.

"Who spoke?" he demanded, his voice shaky.

Another voice, speaking somewhere above, answered. "Welcome, welcome, stranger! Welcome to our world."

A dozen other voices repeated the cry from all over, echoing. "Welcome, welcome!"

Cade felt clammy hands touch him, and he started and struggled.

"Do not fear us," said a voice. "We mean you no harm. Be still and we'll free your hands."

Cade felt something cut his bonds, and soon his hands were free. He leapt to his feet, but could see nothing in the darkness. He pulled his gems from his pocket, and soft light filled the cavern. In the twinkling glow, he gasped, and his eyes widened.

The belly of the whale was wide, red, and dripping wet. A dozen or two creatures filled the place, staring at him. Some were small imps with saucer eyes. Others were tall, lanky monsters. Some were creatures of Dream--animals and Elorians. Cade even saw an eelman smile at him from a perch in the wall of the belly.

"Who are you?" he asked shakily.

A short, rotund creature with long ears hobbled toward him on webbed feet. It grinned. "We are the whale dwellers!" it said. Cade recognized the voice of the being who freed him.

"You live here?" Cade asked slowly.

"Lamentably, we do," replied an imp, flying down to land before him. "You are not the first creature fed to old Leviathan. The great brute has been eating for many years. I've been in his belly since I was just a lad with no horns."

Cade pulled Tasha from his pocket and untied the mouse. Tasha shook her fur dry and climbed onto Cade's shoulder.

"Well, Cade, I think our quest is going really well so far," the mouse said.

"Oh, be quiet, Tash. We're alive at least. Now we just need to find a way to escape this whale."

The whale dwellers laughed. An Elorian woman, short black feathers on her head, stepped through the puddles toward them. She had an upturned nose, a crooked smile, and a star-shaped birthmark on her cheek. "There is no escape," she said. "You think we haven't tried?"

The imp shook his head sadly. "Little Star is right. The new ones always think they can escape. I used to think so myself. But where would we escape to, son? We're surrounded by lakes of poison and armies of slimy eel bastards. No offense, Rondel."

"None taken," said the thin, pale eelman.

Little Star, the Elorian woman, jabbed her finger at Cade's chest. "We'd rather stay here. The outside is full of monsters and poison and smog. Here, at least, we can live."

Cade took a deep breath. The creatures all gazed at him, eyes full of sadness, scorn, or amusement. They wore rags, and some had built themselves huts from slats of wet wood and pieces of metal and rope. More flotsam floated in the puddles.

"That might be true," Cade said quietly. "Yes, we are in Nightmare, and all of Nightmare is horrible. But the war has begun. The war between Dream and Nightmare. And when Nightmare is defeated, I want to be outside this thing."

They all gaped at him.

"A war?" Little Star whispered. "You lie!" But awe and fear filled her black eyes.

"He tells the truth," Tasha spoke quietly. "Yor fights against Phobetor. The war is here."

A muddy otter padded up to Cade and pawed at his pants. "Is it true?" the animal asked. "I come from the rivers of Faery Forest in Dream. Do my people fight?"

Cade stared at them all. "All of Dream and Nightmare fight now, as far as I know. And I will escape to join this war." He lifted the ropes that had bound him. He found two slats of wood and began tying them together.

"What are you doing?" the imp demanded.

Cade stared at him. "I'm building a raft."













Chapter Twenty-Four

The Lor Ya









Clutching her wounded arm, Moonmist rushed across the countryside, her strides long but weary, determined but tormented. Blood trickled between her fingers and dirt filled her feathers. Every step made her wince with pain.

The foxtail rose high around her, up to her shoulders, and the sun beat down. She paused, panting, and pulled her chain mail over her head. She tossed it aside. She unstrapped the greaves and vambraces from her limbs and tossed them aside too. She let her helmet fall. Only her Dreamblade she kept, strapped over her sweat-drenched back. Let whoever may be find this armor. Let him say that here, Moonmist of the Begemmed City lost her strength.

Clutching her wound, she kept walking, grimacing with pain as tears streamed down her face. She could not bear to think of the dead. She could not bear to think of the horrors, the fangs and claws, Tam's head upon a spike. I cannot let Loor claim these lands. I will not.

Soon the earth became mud, and the foxtail gave way to shoots of bamboo. The shoots rose higher than her head, and the air became moist and hot. She kept slipping in the mud, pushing herself up, and marching again. Sweat and mud covered her, and her feathers lay caked against her head. With her last drops of strength, she struggled through the marshlands.

There, on her right, she finally saw the landmark she sought--an old statue, carved from a gray boulder, of a hippopotamus. It stood twenty feet tall, mossy and smoothed by millennia of wind and rain. It was so beaten down, another traveler would have mistaken it for just a boulder of a peculiar shape. But Moonmist knew what this boulder heralded. She was entering the land of Lor Ya, which means River Lands in the ancient tongue of the gods.

"Hear me, River Horses," she cried, voice hoarse. "Speaking is Princess Moonmist of the Begemmed City. Answer me, guardians of the waters!"

She heard no answer, only the crickets and wind through the rushes. The smell of mossy water, mud, and rushes filled her nostrils, thick and hot. She kept moving through the bamboo, desperate now, herons watching her passage. Where were those whom she sought? Had they left this land? Nobody had visited here in years. The Guardians of the Water disliked visitors.

Soon she was walking along riverbanks leafy with shoots. The waters were still, covered with moss and lotuses.

"Where are you, River Horses?" she cried.

She stood still, panting, listening.

There.

She heard them.

The grunt was deep, rumbling like thunder, distant but loud. It sent shivers down her spine. She limped along the banks, moving toward it. The river curved, and she followed it, passing through a copse of willows. There, around a river bend, behind a hill of stone and trees, she saw them.

The hippopotamuses lay in the water, only their eyes and nostrils showing. Fifty at least lay there, blinking, still. Moonmist breathed out a sob of relief.

"River Horses!" she said, falling to her knees on the bank. "I, Moonmist, Princess of the Begemmed City, seek your aid."

For a long moment, the hippos did not move. Finally one raised his head from the water and snorted. It was a huge head, larger than Moonmist could have hugged. He grunted, a rumble that shook the trees. Fear filled Moonmist.

"Is that so, Princess?" he rumbled. "So you require the help of the Lor Ya?" He snorted.

Moonmist nodded, her tears flowing down the mud caking her cheeks. "Nightmare is invading. The war has begun. Fight with us."

All fifty hippos raised their heads from the water, so suddenly that Moonmist started and fell into the mud. They laughed deeply, scornfully. Their king opened his mouth wide, grumbling, showing teeth as long as Moonmist's forearms.

"So the mighty Begemmed City cannot defend itself," he said. "And now it wants the Guardians of the Water to help. Yet tell me, princess: Where were you when your kings built dams in these rivers? Where were you when your kings brought a thousand horses to drink from our waters?"

Moonmist shook her head, filled with despair, and her fingers dug into the mud. "That was many generations ago. My people have not visited these lands in years."

The King of the Hippos stepped toward the river bank. He placed a foot upon it, pushing half his body from the water. Moss and water dripped from him. He was the fattest, most powerful creature Moonmist had ever seen, larger than five horses. 

"Yet the river remembers," he rumbled. "The Guardians of the River remember." He roared again, showing his teeth. His mouth was so wide, Moonmist knew he could swallow her whole. Yet she refused to run. She could not. Not while her people needed her. Not while Dream was in danger.

"The war between Yor and Phobetor is being fought," she said, pushing herself to her feet. "The war between Dream and Nightmare. Niv herself called out the banners. Will you not fight for Yor, your king and god?"

The hippos rumbled, so loudly that the ground shook and Moonmist slipped again, had to place a hand down to steady herself.

"We have no kings but our own," the hippo rumbled. "Yor! We asked him to name us gods of the river, yet our request was declined. Why would we help the Twig Eater now?"

Moonmist lowered her head and replied in a soft voice. "Because if you don't, all of Dream will be destroyed, including this river."

The hippo laughed. "Let Loor come here, then. Let him try to claim this river."

Tears burned in Moonmist's eyes. "Don't you care if Loor destroys the rest of Dream before he comes here?! Don't you care about any land beyond your own?"

The hippo pulled himself out from the water. He came stepping toward Moonmist, enormous in his girth, waddling yet endlessly powerful. He towered above her, his head larger than the dresser in her old chambers. His flesh was wet and gray, his smell tangy and strong. Moonmist quivered at his strength and power.

"Why should we?" he asked, his face so close to hers, she could feel his breath, scented of grass. "Has the rest of Dream ever cared about these rivers?" He grunted. "Yor never visited here, nor Niv nor Alandria. Only your god Tam ever came to see us, to listen to us. Only Tam came to sing our songs with us, to learn our music and teach us new music."

Moonmist stared back at the hippopotamus, her feathers hanging over her face. She spoke softly. "In the battle I fight, Loor has slain Tam. The furless fox placed his head upon a spike."

For a moment there was silence.

And then, the roar that came tossed Moonmist back. She fell to the ground. All the hippos tossed their heads back, opened their mouths wide, and cried in anguish. The earth shook and the trees quivered. Their fury was terrible and their eyes burned.

She had always imagined the Water Horses to be slow and clumsy, so fat they were, but they were fast, fast as real horses. They bounded out from the water, crashing against each other, thundering in rage.

"Tam! Oh, Tam!" they cried.

"Climb onto my back," said the Hippopotamus King. "Show us the way to Loor. Today we trample the flesh of Nightmare!"

* * * * *

"Go on, pull that beam down," Tasha cried, perched atop a stack of wood, her voice echoing in the watery belly of the whale. "To the left, left!"

Standing in the puddles below, tying together beams of wood, Little Star glared up. "I hear you, mouse. It's not as easy as it seems." The Elorian woman pulled a wooden beam down, wrapped old wires around it, and tied a knot.

Tasha gazed at the raft. She tapped her cheek. "Well, she's ugly, but she'll do."

Little Star tossed a handful of mud at her. "Who you calling ugly, catfood?"

Cade looked up from his side of the raft, where he was tying the last few logs. "She was referring to the raft, Little Star. Not to you."

Tasha nodded, suddenly looking guilty. "Uhm, yeah... the raft. That's the ticket."

As Little Star glared at the mouse, Cade rose to his feet, stretched, and rubbed his back. The other whale dwellers gathered around him. They surveyed the raft in silence. Cade found himself agreeing with his sister. The raft was ugly, a hodgepodge of broken wood and branches strung together with old rope and wires. There weren't many supplies in the whale's belly, but they made the best use of what they found. Cade nodded. She'll do.

He gazed at the whale dwellers. "Are you sure you guys don't want to come with us?" he asked.

They shook their heads. "We're sure," said Rondel, rubbing his eel hands against his pants. "What awaits us outside? We are exiles in Nightmare. Criminals. Unwanted. Let us stay here, where we're safe."

Cade nodded. Only Little Star had volunteered to join them. "I go to Dream," the Elorian had announced, eyes flashing. "To fight for Yor."

Secretly, Cade was relieved. The raft was only large enough for two people anyway.

"When Phobetor is defeated, we'll send word back to you," he told the whale dwellers. "Then you'll be free to live as you will."

They nodded and took turns shaking his hand. A few hugged him.

"Now let's get this raft up!" Rondel said.

Cade nodded, and they hoisted the raft onto pulleys. The ropes ran up the whale's throat, attached to its teeth far above. Cade, Tasha, and Little Star climbed onto the raft. With his left hand, Cade held onto the raft. With his right, he held his makeshift oar.

"Let's go," Little Star said. "Come on!"

The whale dwellers grabbed the pulleys and heaved. The raft began to rise into the whale's throat, moving into soft, moist darkness.

"Goodbye, my friends," Little Star called. "Stay safe."

Tears filled her eyes, and many of the other whale dwellers cried too. With every heave on the rope, the raft moved further up the throat, until the belly disappeared from view, and Cade could only hear dim cries of "goodbye!" from below.

Soon they reached the mouth of the whale. Its teeth stood before them as columns. The mouth was closed tight, letting in no light. Cade jabbed the mouth with his oar.

"Open wide!" he said, hitting the roof of the mouth.

The whale grunted and sloshed its tongue. The raft bounced upon the tongue, nearly flying off the ropes. With a yelp, Little Star fell off the raft. She caught Cade's leg and clung. Tasha too flew through the air. She landed onto Little Star's back and clutched her shirt, barely hanging on.

"Cade, do not do that!" the mouse said.

Cade pulled Little Star back onto the raft. They clung to the wood until the tongue stopped flapping. For a moment they lay, catching their breath.

"I have an idea," Tasha said. She jumped onto the whale's throat and began to run around, tickling. "Go on, cough, monster," the mouse said. "Sneeze!" She danced about. "Something, come on!"

The whale would not budge.

An hour later, they were still sitting on the raft, heads and spirits low. Little Star was chewing on a piece of crust from Cade's breadbox.

"You wanna try tickling it again, Tash?" Cade asked wearily.

Tasha shrugged and stood up. "I suppose," she said and gave a rudimentary tickling to the top of the whale's mouth. "Nothing," she said, jumped back onto the raft, and plunked herself down with a sigh.

They sat for a moment in silence, staring at the teeth.

Suddenly Cade straightened.

"That's it!" he said.

Tasha and Little Star stared at him glumly. "Don't hit it with the oar again," Tasha said. "Please."

"Oh, quiet." Cade cleared his throat and announced loudly: "Rise, mighty Leviathan, god of the depths. Rise to feast!"

Tasha and Little Star stared at him quizzically.

"Are you nuts?" Little Star asked.

"Just wait," Cade said, then cried out, "Rise, great whale of Phobetor! The time to feed has come."

For a moment there was silence.

Then the whale began to move and grumble.

"Take this offering, Leviathan, in the name of Phobetor," Cade shouted.

With a great creaking and moaning, the mouth of the whale began to open. Whooping with joy, Little Star began pulling the ropes, dragging the raft out. Cade joined her, and soon the raft flew from the mouth into the air.

Cade glimpsed a land of brown hills and barbed wire before the raft slammed into the noxious lake, droplets splashing all around them. At once, Cade began to oar, steering away from the whale. Little Star oared with him. When Cade glanced behind him, he saw the whale roaring, black and bumpy. The factories were far behind.

"We made it, Tash!" he said, when suddenly a great mouth burst from the water, chomping a piece out of the raft.

"Sharks!" Little Star cried.

A second shark leapt from the water, and Cade, heart pumping, slammed at it with his oar. A third shark leapt clear over the raft.

"Quick, to the shore!"

They oared madly, the sharks slamming against the raft, knocking them about. Tasha nearly fell into the water. Cade caught her before the mouse could hit the lake.

A shark bit his oar, shattering it into a thousand splinters, just as they reached the shore. They leapt onto the black earth, hearts hammering, and scurried up the hill.

They fell to the ground, panting, watching the sharks gnaw on the raft. The whale still roared in the distance.

"Great place, this Nightmare," Tasha muttered when she had caught her breath.

Little Star rose to her feet. She breathed deeply for a few moments, then smoothed her shift. "I hope I never see it again," she said and looked east, back to Dream. Tears sparkled in her eyes. "I am returning there." She looked at Cade and Tasha. "Will you come with me to Dream?"

Cade stood up and looked west. His compass pointed there, to the black heart of Nightmare. He shook his head slowly.

"My time here is not done. Goodbye, Little Star. And thank you."

As Cade and Tasha walked deeper into the darkness of Nightmare, the skies grumbling above and storms of thunder booming in the horizons, Tasha stood up on Cade's shoulder and kissed his cheek.

"What was that for?" Cade asked.

Tasha shrugged. "Back in the whale, Little Star asked me to give it to you."

* * * * *

They rumbled across the fields of Dream, thundering, sending clouds of birds into flight. Never had the landscapes of Dream thus trembled. Never had a stampede of such power thus disturbed the birch leaves and set the clouds themselves astir. The River Horses were wroth this day, and anything seemed possible ere the sun set.

Moonmist rode upon the Hippo King, holding onto his back as he ran. As fast as the fastest horse he raced, and he sang as he galloped, a song in his guttural voice, words from the Dreamsong.



And thus was conceived a new god of Dream

the son of Niv and the Enchanted Waterfall

Tam, she named him

Tam, a god of music and art

who filled Dream with his paintings and music

and brought joy to all the kingdom

and to the dreams of all sleepers



The other hippos, hundreds of them, tossed back their heads and howled in anguish. "Tam, oh Tam! We shall avenge you."

The wind blew back Moonmist's feathers, and her tattered cloak flapped behind her. The world rose and fell, and she wept because she had never loved her home more.

She could see the mountains ahead, and soon they were climbing between boulders toward the caves. She could see the battlefield above, a black stain upon the mountainside. Rocks cascaded as the hippos thundered up. A foul stench reached them, and the Hippo King gave a cry and stopped. The others stopped behind him. Moonmist stared up, and her breath left her throat, and a cry fled her lips.

Thousands of bodies littered the mountain. They lay black and countless like the wilted cyclamens. The wind shrieked between the boulders as a wraith.

The Hippo King grumbled. "There is no life here. None have remained."

Moonmist clutched her Dreamblade to her breast, horror swirling through her as she shook her head. "No. They cannot all be dead. Niv said she'd wait... she said...." The words caught in her throat, and she could not speak for her grief.

Niv.... Oh, Niv.

Through the tears that veiled the world, she saw that the rot of Loor stretched down the mountain. A black trail ran from the caves down into the fields, like a knife's scar. Along the black trail, all lay wilted, flowers dead, the grass gone, the earth itself blackened.

"Loor," she said. "He has gone into Dream and left his wilted malice as a wake." She tightened her grip on her Dreamblade. A chaotic smile found its way to her dried lips. "Let us give chase."

With cries of renewed fury, the hippos ran. They thundered down the mountain and entered the black trail, where the air was cold and foul and the sky seemed gray. Their feet pounded upon ashy earth and dead flowers.

"Loor!" the Hippo King cried. "Soon we trample demon flesh."

Moonmist stared into the distance, the wind whipping her face. If Niv and the pegacats were still alive, Moonmist swore that she'd find them.

They thundered across the scorched earth for hours, yet Loor remained unseen. The air stank with rot and ash flew on the wind. Loor is moving fast. As they traversed the landscapes of Dream, anguish filled Moonmist at the destruction she witnessed. These had once been fields of trilliums and goldenrods, but where she rode, Moonmist could see only destruction. Loor and the wraiths had swept across the land and left it desolate. Even the sky was ashy and dark.

Soon the sun descended, yet the hippos would not rest. They kept thundering along the black trail in the darkness.

"Loor, Loor," they chanted, "soon we trample god flesh."

Moonmist felt weariness overcome her. Though the Hippo King bounced as he ran, Moonmist felt herself drifting off into slumber. Her head bobbed, and she lay on her stomach across the hippo's back. As the hippos ran, she drifted off into sleep.

She dreamed that she was back home, in the Begemmed City. In her dream, she lay in the gardens at night, amid the green flowers with the glowing centers that bloomed only in darkness. The world was peaceful, and nobody had ever heard of Nightmare or Phobetor. She lay amid the flowers with Sir Cade, and they held hands and watched the light dragons.

When she finally awoke, it was morning. Moonmist could not believe how long she had slept. The hippos were still running, and every muscle in Moonmist's body ached. She looked around her, blinking in the feeble light, and her heart sank. Still the black trail stretched on, and there was no sign of Loor, but his stench was stronger.

"We're gaining on him," the Hippo King grumbled, noticing that Moonmist awoke. "We caught sight of his camp during the night, but the craven fled. We will trample him soon."

Moonmist could not feel the rage of the hippos, nor their excitement for battle. Only sadness filled her, a great sadness such as she had never felt or imagined, and as she looked around at the world, pain filled her heart. War and wickedness covered Dream now, and wherever Moonmist gazed, she saw only wilted flowers, dead trees, and the bodies of animals. Nightmare had come to her home.

Along Beluga Beach they rode, where once giraffes ran across green hills, and belugas leapt in clear waters. The grass was wilted now, the waters dark and polluted, and the belugas lay beached and bloated upon tarry sand. Moonmist reached into her pocket, and found three of the white jasmines she had taken from the Begemmed City, taken to battle for good fortune. She gazed at the flowers in her palm and wept for Dream. She tightened her fist around them, then let her hand fall to her side, and her fingers uncurl. Thus she let a trail of white, crumpled petals fall behind her as they rode.

"Let this be a wake of beauty here," she whispered. "Let this be a whisper of a dream for thee, nae loor Eloria, my beloved Dream."

The jasmine petals glided behind her, dancing in the wind, and Moonmist watched them for a long time, and it seemed that they could never fall but would keep dancing forever.

In sadness, tears falling, she watched the destruction roll past her. When they came upon Butterfly Valley, where Niv would live, she could not stifle a sob. Even the hippos here slowed to a mournful, solemn pace, heads hung low, as they moved through the destruction of the valley. Loor had torn the flowers away, and the butterflies lay like pieces of burnt paper upon the barren earth.

"For thousands of years," Moonmist whispered, "had this place been a beacon of truth and beauty in Dream. Ayendey, til rana del Niv." Farewell, the home of Niv.

Her tears coursed down her cheeks as she rode upon the Hippo King, and the hippos too wept, great tears that crashed upon the earth, soon turning into salty streams that swept the dead butterflies away. Their river of tears flowed upon the countryside. May the tears of good creatures wash some of this evil away. Let whoever finds these lands know that not all goodness has perished. Let them know that we have trodden here, and wept.


Through her tears, she saw starlight reflect in the river, and she smiled, then laughed as she cried. There was still goodness here.

It was thus, heavy of heart, that the convoy of hippos, led by Moonmist of the Begemmed City, came upon Loor in Sunflower Corner. The sunflowers were blackened now and wilted, and Loor stood upon Dandelion Hill, which had become a gray heap. Surrounding the sad god stretched hundreds of wraiths.

"You are too late," Loor called down to Moonmist, and he laughed a deep laugh that echoed across Dream. "Dream is mine now, girl. So are Niv and her pets. Turn back lest I claim you too."

Moonmist shook her head and spoke softly, so softly even the hippo she rode could not hear her, but she knew Loor could hear.

"Not while there is still breath left in me."

The Hippo King raised his legs then, and kicked the air, and tossed back his head and howled. Behind him, three hundred hippos, huge and terrible in their fury, howled with him. Moonmist held on tight as the world trembled, and when she caught the flash of fear in Loor's eyes, she smiled wryly.

"We offered you a home here, once, many years ago," she said to the Sad God. "And yet you betrayed us, and now I will show you no quarter. I am not Yor, Loor. The Twig Eater would have spared you, so might have his daughter." She raised the Dawnstone above her head, and snarled, and her hatred and fury surprised her. "I will not."

She screamed then, and the hippos thundered forward in a din that deafened her, and the sky itself trembled, and Loor turned to flee. But it was too late now. He was too slow now.

Hundreds of hippos crashed into a sea of wraiths, kicking, biting, crushing. Under their feet, and between their teeth, wraiths dispersed into smoke and rose with shrieks into the clouds. Moonmist found herself shouting with a hatred she had never known within her. Her Dreamblade flashed and lit the world, and she screamed until her voice was hoarse. Ash covered her, turning her gray and brown and black.

"Loor, Loor!" the hippos cried. "Today we trample god flesh!"

"For Tam!" Moonmist cried hoarsely, and the hippos echoed her call. Their voices rolled across Dream.

Loor ran. He ran down the hill without glancing behind him.

"King Hippo," Moonmist cried, riding on his back.

"I see him," the hippo said and began to thunder down the hill, following the Lost God. Wind whipped Moonmist's face and streamed her feathers behind her, and she held her Dreamblade tight as they gained on Loor.

They caught him by an old mulberry tree. With a kick, the Hippo King tossed Loor to the ground. Loor flipped onto his back, swinging Tearfall, but the hippo pressed a foot upon his chest, pinning down the Nightmare lord.

Slowly, ash blowing around her in the wind, Moonmist descended from the hippo. She stood over Loor. She kicked his Dreamblade away.

He stared at her, yellow eyes burning, his face--the face of a furless fox--pale.

"Well, go ahead, princess," he hissed. "You know these beasts of yours cannot kill me. You know there is only one weapon that can kill a god of Dream." He looked at her Dreamblade.

She held the Dawnstone, staring down at him, and no pity filled her, nor hatred, nor sadness. Here, after so many days of war, she found no emotion within her, only emptiness. "This is what you did to me," she whispered, dead inside. "You made me emotionless."

He laughed, a sickly laugh. "I knew you couldn't do it, princess." He spat out the word as if it were an insult. "You are a weakling, just like your Twig Eater god. I am going to--"

With a swipe of the Dawnstone, Princess Moonmist sliced off Loor's head.

She kicked it away, then turned and stared with dead eyes upon the battle. The hippos covered the hills, killing the last wraiths. The surviving spirits, seeing Loor's death upon the plain, shrieked and fled into nothingness.

Moonmist tossed her blade aside. She could not bear to hold it a moment longer. Covered with blood and dirt and sweat, she walked up the hill in silence, between the bodies of slain hippos. There, on top of Dandelion Hill, she came upon a cage.

The Hippo King bit the cage door open, and out rolled the Goddess Niv and her pegacats. Harmony and Starlight crashed into Moonmist with an embrace, and she fell to the ground, and together they wept.

"Is he dead?" Harmony whispered tremulously.

Moonmist nodded and kissed the pegacat's head. "He is dead, Harmony. He is dead."

She raised her head over the pegacats and gazed to the west, to Nightmare, and wondered how long it would be until Phobetor heard the news... and how long before his vengeance hit them.













Chapter Twenty-Five

Underground









A snowstorm blew in Nightmare, of black snow that smelled and tasted like smog. Cade shivered in the cold and lowered his head against the howling winds.

"You okay, Tash?" he shouted over the wind. The mouse, hidden deep in Cade's cloak, kicked in response. It could have meant either yes or no--if Tasha said anything, her small mousy voice was lost in the storm.

Cade struggled forward, hunched over. The snow whipped his face, foul and sticky, and rose to his knees. Every part of him ached with cold and exertion. Cade clenched his teeth and grunted with every step.

I don't know how much longer I can do this, he thought. If the storm didn't blow over soon, he'd die of cold or, eventually, be buried in the black snow that kept falling. Even Galgev's clothes were no match for this weather.

A light ahead caught his eyes--a blinking beacon only a dozen yards away. Cade trudged toward it, hunched over as the winds slammed snow and fury. The light looked like a blinking red tennis ball atop a pole. Beneath the pole gaped a hole, three feet wide, with a ladder to climb down.

"I found a passageway," he said to Tasha. "A tunnel. I'm climbing in."

He lowered himself into the tunnel and held the ladder with ice-cold fingers. Shivering, teeth chattering, he climbed down into darkness for ten yards before reaching a hard floor. Sliding doors in the tunnel wall swooshed open, revealing a corridor lined with torches.

Tasha climbed onto Cade's shoulder. "Where are we, Cade? Smells like monsters."

"I don't know, Tash, but I'm hoping it'll take us past these black winterlands. Maybe the monsters carved it so they can move underground and not face the storms."

Tasha shivered. Tiny icicles hung from her whiskers. "This is all very familiar, Cade. Remember what happened last time we found an underground shortcut? I don't like this place. I don't want to encounter any more eels. But then again...." She sighed. "I don't like that snowstorm either."

Cade peered into the corridor. Its walls were rounded, and the torches flickered. He stepped through the sliding doors into the corridor. The doors boomed shut behind him with a cloud of dust, rattling the underground, and a distant deep laughter rolled. The laughter was cruel, and red eyes filled the tunnel, mocking.

"Cade, maybe...," Tasha said.

"Yeah," Cade agreed, but when he turned back toward the doors, he saw that they had vanished. Only a stone wall stood where they had been.

Tasha sighed again and shook her head wearily. "Where did you bring us this time, Cade?"

"Come on, Tash. Let's explore."

He walked into the tunnel. The torches flickered and the red eyes hissed in the shadows. Soot and puddles covered the floor. A sound like churning engines and whistles came from ahead, accompanied by a smell like oil and rust. Cade continued to walk, wishing he still had his Dreamblade, wishing the pegacats were still here to guide and comfort him, wishing he were not so afraid all the time. Here in the dark underground, his anguish was a living demon twisting inside him, clawing at his stomach and throat.

The sound grew louder ahead, and soon Cade saw orange lights in the distance. He stepped forward to find himself on a deserted platform, a train chugging toward him from the shadows.

"Nightmare's subway," Cade whispered.

The train looked a thousand years old, a dilapidated contraption of rotting wooden slats, rusty bands of iron, bolts, and rope. Glass lanterns hung from hooks atop its carts. The train reminded Cade of some great mechanical caterpillar crawling through the darkness. It stopped at the platform with a cloud of steam, and its doors swung open. The train was empty.

"Well, Tash, dear sis," Cade said, "maybe this time I did make a right move. With any luck this train'll take us right past the snowstorm."

He stepped into the train, Tasha perched on his shoulder. Muddy goat tracks covered the floor among discarded bones and dead cockroaches. Rotten wooden benches lined the walls, which were painted with spirals.

Cade spotted no driver, even through he had entered the first cart. Nevertheless, the doors clanked shut and the train began to move. At first the train chugged along slowly through the darkness, its engines moaning. Soon it gained speed, trundling, its lanterns swinging madly. The tracks screamed and sparks flew. Cade sat on a bench and held on tightly; there were no seatbelts.

"What, no snack cart?" Tasha cried over the ruckus.

Soon a shower of sparks rose. The brakes had been activated, and the train screeched to a halt. The doors clanked open to reveal another platform. Monsters filled it.

Cade leapt to his feet, but the monsters did not spare him a glance. Dead were their eyes and they dragged themselves forward, hunched over, heads lowered. They filled the train, surrounding Cade, bringing with them a stench like old meat and dank fur.

"They look so depressed, I'm surprised they got on the train, instead of jumping in front of it," Tasha whispered into Cade's ear.

There were monsters of all types--big shaggy ones, small hairless ones, monkeys with the faces of bats, and humanoid creatures with great furry ears. The train began to move again, full of the creatures, and soon screeched to a stop at another station.

Cade checked his compass, but it only spun madly. It doesn't work here underground.

"Let's get off and see if we can find an exit to the surface," Cade said. "Maybe we're past the snowstorm already, and I want to check my compass."

He stepped off the train and found himself in a towering terminal. Thousands of monsters crowded the place, moving to and fro. The shuffling of feet, grunts, moans, and mutterings of monsters filled the dank air. Cade walked among the creatures, seeking an exit, but found only more platforms where more trains trundled.

To his surprise, he spotted a group of Elorians who stood by one platform, their feathers dark and matted, their faces pale, their clothes tattered. Dark circles were painted under their eyes, and their lips were painted deep blue. Black leather they wore, and clunky boots, and they seemed like walking dead.

A young woman stood among them, and for an instant, so fast Cade wondered if he had imagined it, her eyes met his. Her eyes were blue, and hot life still pulsed in them. She was not like the others. Her lips, painted black, opened as if to speak, but just then a towering shaggy beast walked between them. Cade peered around the beast, to find the girl, but she was gone.

"Did you see that girl, Tash?" Cade asked.

"Oh, Cade, give it a rest, really!" the mouse said. "All you think about is girls this, girls that."

"I do not!" Cade said, bristling.

"Oh yeah? Back home you never shut up about Emily from the fourth floor, and at the Begemmed City you couldn't take your eyes off Princess Moonmist. Even that girl Little Star, in the whale, caught your eye, didn't she? I mean, really Cade, if you can find girls even in Nightmare's underground, I do think I'm going to bite you."

"Fine, Tasha. Be that way. But I'm telling you I saw a girl, and her eyes were not dead like the others."

Tasha sighed. "Instead of chasing skirts, concentrate on finding our way through the subways."

"Well, this subway station has no exit, we've explored all of it. Let's get on another train."

They chose a platform randomly and waited for the next train. This train seemed even more dilapidated than the first. Instead of wood, it seemed built of bones--both monster bones and animal. Cade shuddered as he entered a cart. The skeletal train began to move, trundling and shrieking and creaking. The monsters stood around him, some towering, some squat, some slimy, some hairy, all staring forward with dead eyes. Their eyes are not merely dead, Cade thought. Their eyes have lost hope.

Cade exited the train at the next station. This subway station had towering walls of bloodred bricks. The spirals of Nightmare were splashed onto the walls with purple paint, faded with age. The place was ancient, a ruin by now, dilapidated to the point where the walls should be tumbling. And yet the station stood, by force of evil alone perhaps, as thousands of monsters still flowed through its halls.

Cade walked through the station, corridor by corridor, but could find no exit here either, just more platforms and more trains.

"Can you point me to the exit?" he asked one monster, a humanoid creature with the skin of a rhino and four horns upon its head. The monster ignored him and walked by silently.

"I'm looking for the exit," he told a second passerby, this one an ancient, bent over woman with a beak and snakes for hair. The creature just shuffled on, mumbling to herself.

"Look, Cade, Elorians," Tasha said, pointing to a group of elderly Elorian knights. Their feathery beards were long and white, their armor rusty and ridden with holes. Their blades were broken, and they held but cracked hilts. They sat at one platform, heads lowered. Cade stepped toward them.

"Hello," Cade said, "I'm glad to see you here. I was wondering if you could point me to the exit."

The knights looked at him with sad eyes, then lowered their heads again, saying nothing.

Cade sighed deeply. He would get answers from nobody here, it seemed. Wearily, he stepped onto the next train that reached the platform. Just as the train's doors clanked shut, he glimpsed a figure outside, still standing on the platform. The Elorian girl!

She gazed at him with blue eyes, but before Cade could think of how to react, the train began to move, leaving the girl behind.

Cade and Tasha spent the next few hours searching station by station, but could find no exit to the surface, nor any sign of sentience. They're all zombies here. Finally, weary and bewildered, Cade sat on a bench in a station of cracked wooden walls bedecked with moss. All around him the monsters flowed and the trains shrieked.

Tasha climbed onto his shoulder and perched there.

"Tash, I'm scared," Cade said, and hated that his voice shook. The fear rose in him, and he felt like he could weep. He had never been more frightened, not throughout all his quest. "I don't want to end up a zombie like them, traveling these subways for years and decades." He looked at the mouse. "I think everybody here was once like us. They kept trying to escape, moving from station to station, until nothing was left of their soul or hope... and they were left traveling mindlessly, dead inside. I'm scared, Tasha, that we'll become like them."

He lowered his head into his hands, forcing himself to take deep breaths. I wish I was never chosen for this quest, he thought. I wish Windwhisper had chosen somebody else, somebody stronger or wiser. I can't defeat Nightmare. I can't save Dream. He wished this were nothing but an ordinary nightmare, one he could wake up from, wake up and find himself back on Earth. But here he was, stranded in Nightmare itself, trapped forever.

He was expecting to hear Tasha reply, but the voice that spoke beside him did not belong to his sister. It was a soft voice, feminine, sad and pretty.

"If you are scared," the voice said, "that is good. It means you have not yet lost your soul to the gods of the trains."

He did not need to look up to know who had spoken.

"You are not like the rest," he said to the Elorian girl with the pale skin and painted black lips. "You still have light in your eyes."

He raised his head and looked at her seated beside him. He stared into those eyes, blue eyes surrounded by dark smudged circles. The black feathers on her head lay matted, and her leather pants fit into her clunky black boots. A word was tattooed onto her arm, coiled by black roses: Candlelit.

"For now," Candlelit said. "I haven't been here long enough, perhaps, though I don't know how long it's been. Some of the others, they've been here for centuries. Some have been here for millennia." She clutched a skull amulet that hung around her neck. "Our bodies do not age in this land, for time does not truly flow here. The others, they have forgotten the rest of the world. They have forgotten anything but the subways. But I remember still."

Tasha brushed cinder out of her fur. "Stuck here for millennia, eh? Man, they could use some neon exit signs."

Candlelit stared at the mouse. "There is no exit, mouse, nor has there ever been one. The subways run Nightmare. Their power is the engine that keeps Nightmare alive. And the subway needs travelers, for travelers are its lifeblood." The girl rose to her feet. "Come with me. I'll show you something."

She began to walk down the platform, and Cade followed. Black bracelets encircled her arms, and the spiral of Nightmare was painted onto her black shirt with purple dye. She led them across three platforms, down a flight of stairs, across several corridors, and finally through a door.

Beyond the door lay a towering cavern, the size of a football stadium. It seemed carved from rock, a soaring cave, and intricate weavings of glowing silver ran across its ceiling. Cade gasped at the beauty, his eyes widening with awe. The ceiling was a map, he realized, an impossibly complex map of the subway routes. Every line was drawn in brilliant silver that glittered like starlight. There must have been thousands of routes drawn along the ceiling. Tens of thousands.

"The subways must be thousands of miles large," Cade whispered. "There are thousands of stations."

Candlelit nodded. "The trains run beneath all of Nightmare, giving it life, like worms beneath the soil of Earth."

Cade looked at the center of the map, in the highest peak of the towering cave's ceiling. There, drawn in silver, appeared three horrible bird-like creatures. Their beaks were twisted, their necks gangly, and they held onto the web of routes with sharp talons. Cade shuddered.

"These are the Sisters," Candlelit said, following his gaze. "They are the caretakers of the subway, and direct all the trains that move here."

"I don't like the look of them," Tasha said and buried her face against Cade's shoulder. "Those beaks look sharp, and their eyes are evil."

Cade nodded, unable to tear his eyes away from the horrible image. "I agree. Nonetheless, we must find them."

"Are you crazy?" both Tasha and Candlelit demanded.

Cade stared at the girl. "If the Sisters run the subway, they can free me from it."

Candlelit laughed bitterly. She clutched her skull medallion. "True, human, if you wish to escape the subways, you must seek the Sisters. Only they can open and close the doors. But know that many have come to the Sisters, requesting to leave the subway. If they are lucky, the next day, they are back here, on the trains."

Tasha peeked from Cade's shirt. "And if they are unlucky?" she asked with a small voice.

Candlelit smiled. She pointed to an image of bones etched beneath the birds. "The Sisters do love hot, fresh flesh to eat."

Tasha moaned and buried her face again. Cade patted her. "Come, Tash. We've always been the lucky sort. Let's go."

Candlelit placed a hand on Cade's shoulder. Her hand was ice cold, but her voice was warm. "You will not find the way alone. I will lead you."

* * * * *

Moonmist stood upon a hill over rolling plains of boulders and grass, holding the Dawnstone, the tip of the blade resting at her feet. She placed a palm over her eyes and gazed into the distance. Far to the east, she could still see smoke rising, a thin pillar of gray, where they had burned Loor's body.

Beyond it, the black path still stretched across the land, a train of devastation. Will these wounds of Dream ever heal, and can the wounds in my own heart close? Moonmist hung her head. So much horror she had seen. How could she go home now? How could she become the princess again, wear gowns of silk, live a life of idleness and pleasure? In the past few weeks, life had been turned upside down, and the change shocked her.

I left home a pampered girl. I return a warrior.

She turned her head south, to gaze down upon the camp. They had bivouacked among the lilies, Niv and the pegacats and the hippos. We left home with so many... we leave them all behind, to lie among the flowers of Eloria.

She glimpsed a speck in the sky, and raised her eyes to see a bird flying their way. The bird grew closer, and she saw it was a hawk, magnificent across the sky. It cried out, its voice ringing across the plains, then swooped down. Moonmist outstretched her arm, and Windwhisper landed there.

The hawk seemed exhausted.

"Windwhisper!" Moonmist said. "Are you all right? Do you need food or water?"

The hawk breathed heavily. "I bring tidings," he said. "War! War is at the Begemmed City. Eliven strikes there."

The world seemed to crash around Moonmist. Trembles took her knees, and fear filled her belly and roiled there. War... in her home.

"Galgev is on his way already," Windwhisper said, "and he is leading a host of beasts--bears, wolves, deer, and many other animals of the forests. I fly east from here, to summon Maninav. Head to the Begemmed City! Phobetor must not take it."

With that, the hawk took wing and soon became a distant speck in the sky.

Moonmist ran down the hill, and Niv approached her. They did not need to exchange a word. Their eyes said it all.

Niv whispered words under her breath, raised her hand, and conjured a standard bearing Yor's likeness, flapping from a pole ten feet tall. She began to walk through the grass, eyes cold and staring into the west.

Moonmist climbed onto King Hippo. The pegacats flew at her sides. They followed.

Eliven. In the Begemmed City. My home. It seemed impossible. None in Dream had ever seen Eliven, Phobetor's wife of flame and clay. Just the sound of the Queen Demon's name sent fear through Moonmist.

Harmony landed by her, and Moonmist hugged her.

"I'm scared, Moonmist," the pegacat said.

"Me too," the princess whispered, staring into the distance. Grass rolled for miles over gentle hills, finally giving way to a misty forest. The air smelled fresh here, scented of grass and wind, yet Moonmist felt sick.

"Has Eliven really come to Dream?" Harmony asked. "So she is real. I was never really sure."

"None of us were," Moonmist said softly. "No being from Dream has ever entered Nightmare and returned. Who knew if the stories were true or myth?"

When she had been little, her parents would warn her that if she misbehaved, Eliven would come snatch her. The Queen of Nightmare. The she-demon with the hair of flame. Phobetor had raised her from the red clay of Nightmare to be his bride, and all in Dream feared her name.

"You know, I was never scared of Loor, not really," Harmony said. "But maybe that's because Loor was one of us. He was born here in Dream. I was there to watch his birth. I watched him grow up. But Eliven...." The pegacat lowered her head and shuddered. Moonmist stroked her white fur.

Starlight too landed beside Moonmist on the Hippo King. The black pegacat folded her silvery butterfly wings around her. "The war has begun in earnest now, if Phobetor has sent Eliven forth," Starlight said. "We slew his brother. He will withhold none of his malice now. The storm is here."

The Hippo King grunted beneath them. "Bah! I shall trample Eliven too, like I trampled Loor. I do not fear any woman."

Starlight gazed reflectively into the west, as if gazing into Nightmare itself. "Eliven is no woman, sir Lor Ya, but a demon made of nightmares and fire, and her malevolence knows no boundary."

The Hippo King grunted but said nothing more. Moonmist patted the hippo's thick gray skin, then let her hand remain there. For many days, she had drawn comfort from the touch of this warm, powerful beast, but even the army of River Horses could not comfort her now. Harmony was right. Loor was one thing. After all, Loor was a being of Dream, the child of Galgev and Maninav. But Eliven... here was a creature of pure nightmare, a creation of Phobetor, his second-in-command.

A part of Moonmist wanted nothing more than to flee the other way, as far from Eliven as possible. That part screamed that she was insane to head toward danger. And yet, Moonmist could not abandon her home, her family, her friends. The thought of going to battle made her weak and dizzy with fear, yet she could not desert the Begemmed City.

Home. Her beloved city. "Tay tandels ay orya fo melesandre, kalaypa li rana," she whispered the ancient words. Thy gems shall light the distance, calling us home.

She thought of her kindly father, how she would tug his beard as a girl, how he had always seemed so wise and powerful. She thought of her mother, the kindest person she knew. She thought of her handmaidens Onana and Lynk, her dearest friends.

I can't abandon them. I must return with the River Horses, even if we march to death. Let me die upon the marble walls of my home. I will never fear death in the shadow of the white towers of the Begemmed City.

By evening, they were walking through a forest of ash, maple, and dogwood. The air smelled heavy with moss and earth, and mist floated between the boughs. Leaves glided through the air and the dying sun sent golden rays between the boles. Squirrels raced between bluebells on the forest floor. The beauty of Dream filled Moonmist's heart with such joy and ache, that she could hardly bear it.

If we win this war, I swear that I will travel through all these lands, breathe the air with no fear, and lay for days in the grass and watch the skies. She had never loved life, and her home, so much as now, with them threatened.

They slept that night among the trees. Even the hippos, who had marched with no rest from the Riverlands to Sunflower Corner, finally needed sleep. They set down upon fallen leaves and grass, and Moonmist fell asleep as soon as she lay her head on her arm.

Her sleep was deep but troubled by dreams. She dreamed of Cade. In her dreams, the young knight marched through the fiery lands of Nightmare, moving closer to Phobetor, and she knew that the fate of Dream depended on him.

We can only fight to buy him time, she thought.

He smiled at her in her dream, and they kissed among the red boulders of Nightmare, under a sky of smoke and flame.

"Godspeed, Cade," she said, and handed him her last jasmine petal, a favor for the dark lands ahead.

When she woke up, it was before dawn. The trees rustled around her, yet the birds seemed strangely quiet, as if they knew evil crawled upon the land. Moonmist rose from her bed of leaves, shivering in the morning cold, and wrapped her tattered cloak around her. The rest of the camp still slept.

She walked through the trees alone, dragonflies floating around her, leaving paths of light in their wake, lighting her way. She walked until she came to a clear, slow river. In the darkness, she undressed and stepped in. The cold water pinched her skin, and hot tears streamed down her face.

She bathed in the darkness, washing away the ash, the horrors, the blood that still covered her arms and stained her fingernails. As golden fish swam around her, she said a prayer to Yor, the King of Dream. She shut her eyes.

I've never swum in the sea, and I've never known a man. I've never had a child. I have never lived, not until I killed, not until I almost lost my life. Why must I learn to live just now, before I die? 

"Godspeed, Cade," she whispered into the dawn.

She walked back to the camp as the sun rose between the trees, and they continued walking through the forest. Moonmist shivered, her hair wet, and hugged herself. The pegacats sat on King Hippo, staring forward, leaning against each other.

As they walked, Moonmist saw that the animals of the forest moved west too. Lines of coyotes ran between the boles, and deer raced upon hills to the north. Birds flocked overhead into the west.

"They too have heard Windwhisper's call," Starlight said, staring at the animals, her fur sparkling in the morning. "It took time to rouse us, but Dream is roused now. War is full."

Moonmist gazed into the sky, at clouds of ravens which shielded the sun. "Will Yor himself emerge from Hidden Valley Ridge to fight?"

Starlight turned to look at Moonmist, and there was a haunted sadness in the pegacat's yellow eyes. "Yor forever strives against Kar, my child, in hidden ways we can never know."

Harmony shivered. "The Twig Eater can be terrible when he is angry, just silent and... staring. Always quiet. He was like that when he learned how Winived tricked Galgev and conceived Phobetor. I remember! I would hate to see Yor get angry again." She covered her eyes with her paw.

Under flocking birds of all kinds and colors, Niv led them across forests, fields of raspberries, plains of rolling wheat, misty hills, and farmlands. For days they traveled, fear growing inside them. Back home, Moonmist thought. Back to my city, my family, my life. What will I find there?

The answer came in the farms outside her city.

They emerged from the dawn, and saw before them the Begemmed City in the distance, but it did not shine as ever. Moonmist turned her gaze aside. She covered her eyes with her hand as she grimaced. A pall lay upon her city today, like a claw of dark cloud and lightning clutching it from the sky. Dragons flew among those clouds, and the stench of demons carried on the wind.

"Tay tandels ay orya fo melesandre, kalaypa li rana," she whispered. Even today. "Still you call me home."

She straightened her gaze and stared toward the city, tears streaming down her face. As the wind blew jasmine petals into her feathers, she thought of death, and she could smile, for she did not fear it. I have feared death for too long. I will lie down upon the earth of my home, and gaze upon my city, and as I shut my eyes all pain and fear will disappear... and I will float with a smile into peace.

She did not want to die, but she was ready for it.

She drew the Dawnstone as an army of devils, twenty feet tall and winged, raced toward them on insect legs.

Standing ahead in the blackened field, Niv screamed and kicked her hoofs and flashed Whisper under the sky. Light burst from the Dreamblade, and Moonmist shouted too, and the hippos charged forth.













Chapter Twenty-Six

Of Birds and Silkworms









For days they traveled through the subways. Every day, Candlelit took them on a hundred trains, some built of rickety wood, others of rusty metal, some of bones and some merely woven of thread and wire. Some trains were living creatures, great caterpillars that rushed along the tracks on ten thousand legs, their eyes like dinner plates. Their innards were hollowed and quivering.

Mechanical clocks the size of cars adorned the walls of subway stations, contraptions of creaking sprockets the size of wagon wheels, rusty metallic rings, and hundreds of bolts and wires. Their hands were shaped as monster hands, clawed and knotty. When the clocks spoke of night falling, Cade, Tasha, and Candlelit would search for a place to sleep.

Benches covered the subway stations, and here weary monsters slept. Some slept during the days, some during the nights, snoring as the thousands of commuters bustled about them. Cade did not think he could sleep in these stations, beneath the creaking clocks and among the rushing crowds. Yet as soon as he lay upon a bench, weariness overcame him, and he fell into slumber, Candlelit curled up against him.

When he woke up, the clock told him that he had slept for six hours. Monsters still commuted around him, and trains kept screeching along the tracks. Candlelit lay against him on the bench, her lips mumbling in her sleep, her arm tossed over him. Her flesh was ice cold, but her breath was still warm with life.

"She's not a zombie yet," Tasha said, perched on Cade's chest. "But she's turning into one."

"I wish I could save her," Cade said. "I think she once had a lot of life in her, but this place can suck the life out of anybody." He gazed at the circles smudged around her eyes, dark against her white skin.

The girl mumbled and shifted, and her eyes opened. She glanced at the clock, then rose to her feet, her bracelets and necklaces clanking.

"Come, it's time to go," she said.

Tasha shook her head. "No. First we eat breakfast."

Candlelit stared at her for a moment in confusion, and slowly her eyes moistened. "Breakfast...," she said, as if tasting the word, her eyes moist. "That sounds familiar."

"Breakfast, you know," Tasha said. "Food."

"Food," Candlelit repeated, and a tear rolled down her cheek. She sat down, fingers trembling. "I remember. Food, bread. Yes."

Cade opened the magical breadbox. "We don't have anything good to eat, but it'll fill our bellies. Don't you eat in the subways?"

Candlelit shook her head. Around them, the thousands of monsters kept moving, paying them no heed. "I have not eaten in many years, not since entering this place. We feed off the steam and smog of the moving trains. But I remember food. It goes into your mouth. You swallow it. It has a taste."

"A disgusting taste, in our case," Tasha said, peeking into the breadbox. "Nothing but burnt bread and some soggy onions."

The twins ate with wrinkled noses, disgust suffusing their faces, but Candlelit ate with tears streaming down her cheeks. "Food. I remember." Cade thought her skin looked less pale, her eyes more alive. "I used to eat at home. I used to have a home. A house and a family. Yes." She trembled.

Cade took her hand, and though it was still frozen, he thought he could feel some warmth creep into it. "Keep remembering home. Don't let that memory escape." I can still save this one, he thought. I won't let her become like the others.

Finally, after days of traveling, they took a crowded train that stopped at a strange station.

No monsters walked on this station. The place was pitch black, towering, a cavern the size of eternity. Once the train stopped here, the monsters around Cade cowered against the opposite side of the cart. A cold wind blew from the station into the train, carrying a wisp of distant screams. Cade shivered.

"What is this place?" Tasha asked in a whisper.

"This," said Candlelit, "is our stop, dear mouse."

Tasha covered her eyes. "I knew it."

They exited the train and stood upon a rough stone floor, like the floor of a cave. The train's door clacked shut behind them, and it trundled away. Complete darkness fell, enveloping them in blackness like a blanket. A cold wind blew, and somewhere in the distance, came echoing creaks and snorts.

Candlelit clutched Cade's arm. "I dare not go farther," she whispered into his ear. "I thought that I would, but my courage has left me. You must continue alone. The Sisters lurk ahead in the shadows." Her fingernails dug into him. "Be careful!" She glanced around, then hugged him, clinging to him desperately. "They are dangerous, Cade, are you sure you want to do this? We can leave this station. We can return to the trains, travel them together. Perhaps, together, we won't lose ourselves."

Cade held her. She trembled against him. He could feel the compass hanging around his neck, and he knew his task. "I'm going to get you out of here too," he said. "We're both going to escape this place."

Candlelit was crying now. He could feel her tears in the darkness. "I don't want you to face the Sisters. They've devoured so many." She took a deep breath. "But if it's something you must do, I will pray for you." She lowered her head. "When I was younger, I was very angry. At my family. At my life. I would pray to Phobetor then, until at age sixteen, I left Dream and joined the God of Nightmare here. But today, Cade, today as I pray for you, I will pray to Yor."

She kissed his cheek with icy lips, and he walked into the towering chamber, leaving her at the platform.

As he walked into the darkness, Cade fished through his pocket for the gems from the enchanted pool. He pulled them out and held them before him, yet their light found nothing to illuminate. The cavern seemed endless and empty, and his footfalls echoed. From far ahead came creaks and snorts, as of some towering beast or machine. Cade felt Tasha's tiny claws dig into his shoulder. His own nails dug into his palms and cold sweat covered him.

His foot hit something, and he knelt to examine it. It was a long bone. It looked like a human femur, cracked in the middle. He shuddered and kept walking, and soon found more bones littering the ground. Skulls rolled between his feet.

The snorting came loudly now, accompanied by creaking like old joints the size of trees. Cade spoke into the darkness.

"Hello. My name is Cade, and I've come seeking the Sisters."

The snorting rose, and Cade felt stench waft from above. Things shifted and flapped in the darkness, throats grumbled, tongues smacked. Then voices spoke in the darkness above, raspy voices like those of beings ancient beyond measure, loud and creaky as the innards of decaying forests.

"You bring things of Dream into our chamber," said the voices, each word slow, crusty. "Raise your gifts of Eloria, so that we might see them."

Cade raised the glowing gems in his hand, and suddenly, with a crackle, the gems' light flickered and burst, still dim but bright enough to fill the cavern with red light. Cade gazed up and shuddered. In the flickering shadows ahead, he saw the Sisters.

They towered ten stories high, great wingless birds with gangly necks, no feathers, warty gray skin, and hard beaks. They sat upon a nest of barbed iron, the metal biting into their legs and talons, scraping them, shedding drops of blood. Each of the three sprouted ten hands from their gangly bodies, holding a hundred ropes that ran into the darkness. As they gazed down at Cade with yellow eyes, their hands kept tugging at the ropes as if they controlled marionettes.

I've never seen anything so hideous, Cade thought.

"Sisters of the Trains," he called to them. "I--"

They began to laugh, sickly laughter that bobbed in their jowly necks and flapped their dewlaps. "Yes, commuter," they rasped. "We know. We know why you have come here. We know why countless others have seen us before." They licked their beaks with long gray tongues. "You have come to ask to leave the trains. You have come to ask to be eaten."

They shifted in their nest of barbed wire. The metal cut into their talons and legs, shedding new drops of blood. Cade looked at their wounds in concern.

"Sisters," he said, "you are hurt. Why do you rest upon a nest of sharp metal?"

They cackled. "Do not think your fake pity impresses us, commuter."

Cade stared them in the eyes, each in turn. "I care for all living things, even monsters of Nightmare, if they suffer needlessly."

The sisters craned their necks down toward him, bringing their huge beaks close. Each of their beaks could have swallowed him whole, and their eyes were the size of street lamps, crusty and shot with veins. Their breath blew upon him, stinking of corpses. Bits of old flesh hung from their beaks.

"And that, commuter, makes you weak."

Tasha fled into his shirt. Cade refused to budge. "May be, but I still don't want to see you suffer."

The Sisters pulled their heads back. "We do confess," one of the heads said slowly, "that we have dreamt, yes, of silk scarves, soft silk scarves from the worms, to build our nest." They shifted in their nest, and the barbs etched red lines along their legs.

Cade stepped up toward them. "Where can I get this silk for you?"

The Sisters laughed, a laughter more like coughing. Spit flew from their beaks. "You cannot," they said in their old rasp, "find such silk. The silkworms would never surrender any of their prize, not even to us Sisters." They craned their necks near. "Now come, commuter, it is time for us to feast."

"Who are these silkworms?" Cade demanded, and had to shout over the Sisters' cackling. "Where can I find them?"

"You cannot, commuter. Even if the silkworms showed themselves to you, they would never grant you silk." Their beaks clacked open and shut as they laughed. "But go, commuter. Seek them if you will. If you return to us with their silk, we shall let you flee these trains." Their eyes narrowed, cruel. "But if you do not return within six days, our spies will hunt you down, and then you will wish that you had let us devour you."

Cade fled from the Sisters, racing over the piles of skulls, leaving the great naked birds upon their nest of barbed iron. His heart raced, and he did not slow until he reached the subway platform, where Candlelit still waited.

The pale girl embraced Cade. She shivered.

"I heard everything," she said. "Come. We will seek the silkworms."

* * * * *

Moonmist held her Dreamblade upon the Hippo King as they charged through the fields. Ahead ran winged monsters of Nightmare, wiry and twenty feet tall. Insect legs they had, and three mouths each, lined with sharp teeth. A thunderclap tore across the sky as the armies crashed.

Demon wings swooped down, cupped Moonmist off the hippo, and for a moment she tumbled through the air. She hit the ground with a thud, waved the Dawnstone, and chopped off the leg that dived down to crush her. As blood bespattered her, she leapt to her feet and swung the Dawnstone again.

"For Yor!" she heard Niv scream somewhere in the distance, but she could not see where. All around her swarmed the towering demons, and between them ran the hippos.

Another monster swooped toward her, snapping its three mouths. Sparks flew from her Dreamblade as she swung at it. She swung the Dawnstone again, and the monster's head hit the ground.

"To the city!" she cried. "We must enter the walls."

Could anyone hear her? The monsters were biting into the hippos, spitting out hippo flesh. She saw the great River Horses stumble about, blood pouring down their hides. Enraged, they bit into monsters, tearing off insect legs and wings.

"Starlight!" Moonmist called, swinging her Dreamblade at another demon. "Starlight, what can you see? Where are the animals?"

The black pegacat saw Moonmist, nodded, and flew up. She gazed around. "Galgev's wolves and deer are to our north! I will summon them."

A shadow fell upon the battle, and Moonmist looked up, and felt the blood leave her face. Slugs the size of elephants, sticky and fat, dragged themselves onto the field. Gray and slimy, they pushed themselves erect, standing on the tips of their tails. Their mouths opened, screeching. The world trembled.

How could such horrors exist? Moonmist's thoughts floated as a mist, as around her the monsters and hippos crashed and her Dreamblade waved. How could everything have changed? Where is the Dream I once knew, and can those days ever return after such terror?

Soon coyotes from Autumn Forest were running through the battlefield, leaping over the bodies of dead hippos, landing upon monsters and biting. Great deer, children of Yor, ran and drove antlers into the demons and slugs and all the monsters pouring over the land.

"Moonmist!" cried the Hippo King, mouth open in anguish, as hairy centipedes, five feet long, tore him down and bit into his flesh. "Moonmist, take my teeth back to the river!" the great beast cried over the din of the battle. "Bury them in the water. Let them sink to the deep sands and lay, forever, in the waterdepths."

Moonmist stood for a moment, frozen in horror, then leapt forward. She sliced through a cloud of rotting imps and landed before the Hippo King. She hacked at the centipedes, and they fell to the ground dead.

But she was too late. The Hippo King lay upon the blackened field, blood seeping from him, and the whispers of death filled his eyes.

"River Horse," Moonmist cried, falling to her knees beside him. She wrapped her arms around his head. "Be strong, great ruler of the Riverlands. You shall return to your home."

The hippo stared at her with glazed eyes. He moved his mouth, whispering hoarse words. "Yoa na: caven hoon fan ayendey ta lom selendi. Na ley ta, Eloria. Gala ayende."

Moonmist sobbed as she held him. She repeated his words softly. "Hear me: I speak farewell to the deep waters and to sunlight. I love thee, Dream. Goodbye."

Thus the last breath left his nostrils. Thus did the Hippo King of the Lor Ya die outside the Begemmed City, the slayer of many horrors of Nightmare.

Moonmist rose to her feet, and her eyes burned with tears and love and fury. She turned to look toward her home, toward the Begemmed City, and its walls were blackened. A storm brewed atop it, a black storm of lightning and malevolence.

"I return home." She looked around the battlefield, then raised her voice. "Redfur of Autumn Forest!" she called at the top of her lungs. "Redfur, have you come forth to heed Yor's call?"

Around her, wolves, deer, and hippos crashed against the monsters. Where was Redfur, the prince of wolves?

With a screech, a demon of pitch black scales, its body covered with hooks and horns, landed before her. It howled, showing long teeth and three quivering tongues. Moonmist fell back a step, the blood leaving her face. She recognized this demon. She had seen it painted in a hundred books and scrolls.

The Silent Man. One of the six Incubi.

She swung her Dreamblade. Sparks flew as she hit the Silent Man, and yet the Incubus lashed forward, and its tail slammed against her. She cried in pain and hit the ground.

The Silent Man placed a hoof upon her chest and leaned forward. She swung the Dawnstone, cleaving its head. Bleeding, its head split open, the Incubus grinned and pushed its weight against her chest. Moonmist screamed and her hand opened, and her Dreamblade fell. Stars floated across her eyes, and the world began to turn black.

"Die now, princess," the Silent Man screeched, its voice bubbly with blood. Moonmist tried to breathe, but could not. Her head rolled back, and she looked upon the bloodstained grass.

So it has come. I die now outside the white walls.

Suddenly, from the corner of her eye: a flash of red fur.

A howl. A screech.

The weight lifted off her chest, and Moonmist took a huge breath, a breath so large, she thought it could suck in the world.

"Not just yet," growled a deep and raspy voice, a familiar voice, and the Silent Man fell. A great red wolf stood atop the Incubus, a chunk of demon flesh in his jaws.

"Redfur!" Moonmist cried, pushing herself up.

The wolf spat out the demon flesh. The blood stained his maw.

"You called, princess?" he asked with a grin.

She could not help but cry and laugh.

"Prince of wolves!" she said. "Thank you for coming. You are swift, Redfur, the swiftest being in the forest. Bear me home to my city."

"Princess," the wolf said, "climb onto my back, and I will carry you. Your presence upon the White Walls will kindle courage in the hearts of all who fight for Dream."

Soon Redfur was leaping through the fields of wheat, Moonmist upon his back, clinging to him. The wind whipped her face and his fur was warm in her hands. Ahead rose the walls of the Begemmed City. Redfur ran up the hills, darting between swarms of giant beetles, black tigers with the mouths of sharks, and wingless dragons that ran and yelped.

Redfur moved like lightning, streaming left and right between monster legs, and none from Nightmare could catch him. Moonmist looked up toward the city. Her walls were darkened now as Nightmare fires burned the sky. Upon the highest steeple of the royal palace burned a black presence, ringed in flame, of black wings. The clouds above it churned in a black whirlpool.

Here is the center of evil. Moonmist narrowed her eyes. She knew that there, upon the steeple, stood the commander of Nightmare's forces. Here was Queen Eliven.

Soon they reached the walls of the city. Great scaly beasts guarded them, of many horns and claws, yet Redfur moved swiftly, so fast that Moonmist's head spun. They could not catch him. The gates of the city, which had stood for so long, lay splintered upon the ground. Redfur shot into the city, and Moonmist bit her lip.

The bodies of Elorian soldiers lay strewn across the paved roads, crushed and slashed. Cloven shields and shattered swords lay as splintered glass. The gems had lost their light, and the banners of Nightmare--a spiral of fire upon a blackened field--draped from all buildings.

Moonmist lowered her eyes. The Begemmed City had fallen. Are we too late? Are my parents... my friends...? Horror filled her.

"Take me to the palace," she whispered to Redfur. He nodded and raced across the cobblestones. Nightmare emerged from the buildings and side streets. Demons with red horns, shaggy beasts of drooling maws, towering insects, and monsters so horrible that Moonmist could not look upon them--they all chased Redfur, and Moonmist clung to the wolf with all her might. Redfur ran upon the ground, ran upon the buildings, leapt from roof to roof, leapt upon the heads and shoulders of monsters. A lightning bolt, he shot across the city, Nightmare overflowing around them.

As they ascended the city, Moonmist looked over her shoulder, down to the battlefield, and tears burned in her eyes. Thousands of dragons and demons were emerging from the hills, descending upon the forces of Dream. The hippos all lay dead, and the monsters of Phobetor were tearing down the last wolves and deer and bears. More creatures of Nightmare kept emerging, covering the countryside. Moonmist saw Niv and the pegacats flee toward the forests, but then the land fell under darkness, and she could see no more. The whirling clouds of Eliven had covered the sky, and only firelight now lit the world.

Redfur reached the palace. Three of its towers had been toppled, and now lay as heaps of stone. Bodies of Elorians littered the ground alongside the bodies of monsters, and the air stank of blood. The banners of Nightmare hung from what walls still stood, and the gates of the palace lay shattered. Bloody monster tracks led inside.

My parents.

Redfur leapt through the shattered gateway into the palace, then paused and spun around, panting. The monsters howled outside, but dared not enter the building. They stood at the gateway, drooling, eyes burning, claws dripping blood. Fear filled their eyes.

Moonmist surveyed the palace hall and could not recognize it. All that had once been here--suits of burnished armor, flowers, portraits upon the walls, benches, statues, joy--it was all gone. The spirals of Nightmare were now drawn across the walls with blood, and black candles lined the floors, burning with black flame. A great idol, shaped as a burning woman with bat wings, stood in the center of the hall.

It has become a temple. A temple to Eliven.

Moonmist tightened her lips. "Wait for me here, Redfur," she said and drew the Dawnstone. The crystal blade hissed.

Redfur looked at her, eyes sad. "All who lived in this palace are dead, Moonmist," he said softly. "Eliven would not have let any live. Let us flee this place. We will continue the battle in the forests. This city has fallen."

Moonmist looked toward the stairwell, whence came red light and heat. "Eliven is up there, Redfur. Upon the tower of my city, and from her, nightmares flow across the land." She looked at the wolf, and could not believe the words that left her throat. She could see her reflection in the wolf's eyes. Her eyes were huge and haunted, her skin pale. "I must face her, Redfur."

"I would advise against it, Moonmist," he said softly. "Eliven is of great power, second in Nightmare to only Phobetor. Flee with me. Flee with me into the forests."

Moonmist looked at her Dreamblade. Its white light was soft, but beautiful to her. From above she heard the distant laughter of the Demon Queen.

"There will be no more forests, Redfur," she whispered. "All the lands of Dream will fall to Nightmare. I will make my stand here. If I die, then I die upon the tower of my palace, overlooking my city, overlooking Dream. This is how I choose my last stand, my death."

Redfur took a step toward her, baring his fangs. "Then I go with you."

She smiled sadly, knelt before him, and hugged him. His fur was soft against her face, and her tears filled it. She kissed the wolf. "Go to the forests, Red Wolf. They are your home, your battlefield. Here is not your place to die."

She left him there and stepped onto the staircase, where the heat of fire blasted her. She climbed all these old steps, moving toward the tower, between the black candles and through the flames, and memories filled her. Upon this step, she had given her cat Olive a haircut ten years ago. Through this door, she would play dolls with her handmaidens Onana and Lynk. In this wall, she had once etched her name; she could still see it there. All her childhood and memories were here, and she smiled softly. No better place to die.

Soon she was climbing up the tower, the tallest tower in the city. The world roared and rumbled around her, and she looked above. Red firelight burned like a cruel sun. Moonmist tightened her grip on the Dawnstone. There burned Eliven, Queen of Nightmare.

At the top of the tower, she paused and whispered. "Goodbye, my home, my family. Ayendey, Eloria."

Then she kicked open the window, shattering the glass into a million shards, and climbed out onto the roof of the tallest steeple in Dream.













Chapter Twenty-Seven

Duel









As they walked along a platform teeming with shaggy beasts, switching from train to train, Candlelit explained.

"The silkworms live underground beneath the subways in dark caverns. While the Sisters control the trains, the silkworms power them. The Sisters are the overseers, the worms are the workers."

Tasha sat on Cade's shoulder, gazing at the throngs of monsters passing by. "And what are the passengers?"

Candlelit's necklaces and bracelets chinked as she walked. "The blood that flows through the veins. Worms, Sisters, trains, passengers. We're all part of the system that powers Nightmare."

"So how do we find these silkworms?" Cade asked as they watched a train arrive at the platform, wooden and rickety. They stepped on with a crowd of monsters. "Do any trains lead there?"

Candlelit shook her head. The cart's seats were all full, and as the train trundled forward, they stood between a beast of many horns, an eelman, and two creatures that looked like furless red moles. "No trains lead to the silkworms," Candlelit said, "but there are ways to find them. Unpleasant ways, but they will serve."

They traveled the trains all day, moving from station to station. Cade marveled at how Candlelit knew the way so surely. They must have traveled a hundred miles, switching trains dozens of times, and Candlelit never needed to check a map. 

When the clocks showed that night fell, Cade and Candlelit found a corner strewn with discarded papers and cloth, and there they curled up to sleep. Cade barely slept that night. The Sisters and their promise kept haunting him. He dared not think of what would happen if he could not retrieve the silk, and yet the fear visited him unbidden in the night. He lay awake, gazing at Candlelit. Her pale head rested upon her hands. Her black nail polish was cracked, and her mouth scrunched open and shut as she slept.

"Tash, you awake?" Cade whispered.

The mouse crept out from his pocket and sat on Cade's knee, regarding him. "Yeah. Can't sleep too?"

Cade nodded. He lifted the mouse and patted her. "Hey, Tash, remember that time you were little, and you stole the apple pie mom baked, and ate the whole thing by yourself?" Cade laughed softly. "Mom was furious, but dad couldn't stop laughing."

Tasha nodded. "I remember."

Cade sighed. "I miss those days. I'm scared that we'll never see the world again. I'm scared what would happen if Phobetor wins this war--to Dream, and to Earth. What if we can't get the silk, Tasha?" The fear sat in his belly like chunks of ice and pulsed in his throat.

"It won't be pleasant," Tasha said with a sigh. "And damn, now I'm hungry for apple pie."

"I'll bake you one if we ever get out of here. And I'll let you eat the whole thing in one sitting, if you like."

"It better be baked from Golden Delicious apples."

"Deal," Cade said. He shut his eyes again and finally fell asleep, Tasha in his hand. He slept fitfully throughout the night, waking every hour, until finally Candlelit woke and the clocks clanged for morning.

They walked down dark corridors that day, far from the platforms, deep down spiraling staircases past walls bedecked with moss. Spirals of Nightmare were scratched into the walls. Small creatures, each but a single eyeball running on four clawed legs, scurried underfoot.

"The silkworms weave beneath the trains, here underground," Candlelit said. "There are many burrows of silkworms, thousands."

Soon the way became narrow, mere burrows through the ground. Cade and Candlelit crawled like worms through the tunnels, coughing as soot covered them. The rough stone pressed against Cade and the air was cold and dank. The crawlways seemed endless, so narrow that at times Cade thought he would get stuck and remain here forever, trapped beneath the surface of Nightmare.

"You okay back there?" Candlelit asked, crawling ahead of Cade through the tunnels.

Cade nodded. "I'm fine. I hope you can find our way out, though."

Candlelit peeked over her shoulder and smiled at him. Cade had never seen her smile before. "If the worms are in a foul mood," she said, "we won't have to find our way back."

Cade held the gems as they crawled. He felt like a worm himself. Here and there, he found soft white strings littering the tunnels. Bits of silk. The worms had carved these tunnels, he realized, and awe flooded him. The tunnels were three feet wide.

"Those worms must be huge," he whispered.

Crawling through these tunnels, holding the gems, Cade tried to imagine himself as a great silkworm, wriggling its way beneath the surface of Nightmare, powering the trains that gave Nightmare life. As horrible as this place was, Cade found himself filled with wonder, for in its own twisted and horrible ways, Nightmare seemed as astounding as Dream.

Finally Cade felt cold air blast him, and he saw soft blue light ahead. The tunnel opened into a cavern, a great cavern the size of the one where the Sisters dwelt. In this cavern dwelt the silkworms.

Tasha took a look at the worms, shuddered, and fled into Cade's shirt.

Huge worms they were, as large as Cade, and their white bodies glowed blue. They clung to the cavern walls, the ceiling, the floor, the stalactites and stalagmites that filled the place. Strings of silk filled the chamber, running between the ceiling, floor, walls, and columns of stone.

"Oh, look at this, comrades," croaked one worm, voice crinkly like crumpled paper plates. "Another one has come, yes indeedy."

A fellow silkworm, weaving silk around a stalactite, turned its head to regard Cade. "It has been a while, hasn't it, comrades? Yes, another one has come in search of silk, a Dream-thing by the looks of him, yes, yes indeedy, comrades."

Some worms peered at him, while others kept weaving their silk. Some of the worms were knitting the silk into balls, which they shot into small tunnels in the ceiling. The balls of silk vanished with a whoosh, like letters up a pneumatic tube. The energy that powers the trains, which in turn power Nightmare. It all comes down to here. Cade wondered how many caverns of worms filled the underground of Nightmare.

"Yes, I've come in search of silk," Cade said to them. "But not for myself. The Sisters sit on a barbed iron nest, which cuts their talons. Can you show them mercy, and spare some silk for their aching legs?"

The worms laughed, a laughter as crinkly as their voices. "So the Sisters suffer!" one silkworm said. "That is good, good indeedy, yes comrades, yes. The Sisters deserve to suffer for what they have done." The other silkworms nodded. Their glow became an angry white.

"What have they done?" Cade asked.

The worms rustled. "Eaten our young, they have!" said a fat worm who crawled along the floor. "A baby silkworm is their favorite dish, indeedy. Spies they have, yes, and agents all over the underground. Steal our young ones they do, feast upon them." The worm spat. "Let the blades cut their legs. They shall never rest upon a nest of our silk."

Cade stepped toward the worms. They did not regard him, but returned to their tasks, weaving silk, knitting it into balls, and tossing their work into the pneumatic tubes.

"Is there anything I can give you in return?" Cade asked. He rummaged through his backpack and produced his gifts from Dream: his gems from the Enchanted Pool, his jeweled axe from Ral Badar, seashells from Seashell Shore, his star from the sea, the warm cape Galgev had given him. "Here are some treasures I will trade you for sheets of silk."

The worms regarded his treasures, then resumed their work, mumbling to themselves. They hummed a song as they worked, a song of underground in the language of Nightmare.

"Your treasures do not interest us," one worm said, not sparing him a glance, weaving silk. "Others have come in search of silk--some as a bribe for the Sisters, some for their own vainglory. But none, none, have had anything they could give us in return. Now leave this place." The worms continued to work, singing their song.

Cade stood in the cavern, Candlelit by his side, arms hanging limp. Could this be the end? The end of his quest, the end of Dream, the end of good dreams on Earth? Would he remain here forever, a commuter on these trains, while Nightmare conquered Dream?

He thought of Dream, the rolling plains of grass, the snow-capped mountains, the beaches, the endless forests, the sunlight and flowers and lightdragons. As dark as Nightmare was, as distant and unreachable as Dream now seemed, those beautiful lands still existed somewhere, so many miles away. Cade could not let that land perish, could not let the world become dark and terrible.

He whispered in the chamber. "I can tell you stories."

The worms did not bother to glance at him. "We have no use for stories, commuter, only for silk and toil."

"Stories can be precious," he said.

The worms finally turned to face him. Their eyes burned wickedly and they bared sharp teeth. "Leave this place, commuter."

Candlelit took his hand. "Cade, maybe we should--"

Cade shook his head. "I haven't come this far to give up." He took a deep breath and shut his eyes. He summoned those images of Dream into his mind, and he began to speak.

He could not remember all the words from the Dreamsong, but he remembered the story. He spoke of Galgev and his journeys. He spoke of the betrayal of Loor, and the downfall of Phobetor. He spoke of Yor, and the mountaintops of Dream, the sunlight that fell upon the pines, the faeries who danced golden in the forests, and the world of wonder he had seen.

He noticed that, as he talked, the worms fell silent. He opened his eyes and found them motionless, not working, gazing at him. He fell silent, struck by their gazes.

"Well," demanded one worm, "go on!"

Cade shrugged. "I don't know. What's in it for me?"

The worms hissed. "Keep telling the story, commuter! We want to hear more, yes indeedy, tell us of the mountains, of this thing you call the sky, tell us, commuter, tell us."

Cade tapped his cheek. "Oh, I suppose I could. I do have many more stories to tell. But how about a ball of silk, just a tiny bundle? Its soft touch will help me remember the soft fields of Dream."

The worms seethed. "Ah, tricksy he is, yes comrades, yes indeedy, tricksy indeedy. A single string of silk we shall give you, commuter, no more." One of the worms tossed him a thread of silk, no more than a shoelace. "Now keep talking."

Cade continued his stories as the worms gazed enraptured. He spoke of the Begemmed City, and his battle with the Incubus upon its walls. He spoke of the Wolf of Kar, and the mad race to save Harmony. He told of the eyes in the birch trees, the rolling plains of wheat speckled with boulders, the sunsets and sunrises against the endless sky.

"Keep going!" the silkworms pleaded when he paused again. "Tell us more of this world beyond our chambers, of the color of clouds, of the leaves on trees, of the flowers of the soil. Tell us stories."

Cade glanced at the silk strands covering the caverns. "Well, perhaps if you could spare more of your silk...."

"Fine, fine! Take it! Take as much as you like, yes indeedy, take it all, just tell us the stories. More stories!"

Cade walked around the chamber, collecting sheets of silk, wrapping them into bundles and placing them into his backpack. He slung more sheets of silk over his shoulders, and covered Candlelit with as much as she could carry. Even Tasha carried a ball of silk in her paws. The silk was light as sunrays, and Cade had no trouble collecting more and more.

As he worked, bundling the silk, he spoke more of Dream, telling of all its wonders and landscapes. When he was done collecting all the silk in the chamber, he sat cross legged on the ground, and kept talking until he had finished all his stories. The worms gazed at him yearningly, and when he was finally done speaking, they sighed deeply.

"Do come back here some day, Dream-thing, yes indeedy," they said. "Come back when you have more stories, and light our dark cavern with tales of forests and skies."

Cade smiled and left the chamber, carrying mountains of silk.

Two days later, he stood in the chamber of the Sisters, watching them build a nest of silk scarves. With more silk, he bandaged their wounds.

When he was done, the Sisters cawed, a roar that thundered in the chambers, and the subways trembled. Firelight burst into the chamber from a hole in the ceiling. A golden rope fell to the ground, and Cade grabbed it.

"Now leave!" screeched the Sisters. "Before we change our minds and devour you, leave this place."

Cade climbed the rope, Tasha on his shoulder. Candlelit climbed behind him. They reached the hole and emerged onto the red plains of Nightmare.

They stood upon red clay, columns of fire rising in the distance, clouds of ash coiling above. The hole shut beneath them, sealing the Sisters underground.

Cade sighed. He gazed at the endless black and red plains. Dragons flew above and monsters roamed in the distant plains, howling among the fires and razor-sharp boulders. Nightmare.

Candlelit began to weep, and Cade held her. She shed tears onto his shoulder. Finally her flesh was warm, and the breath of life flowed from her mouth. "Thank you," she wept. "Thank you."

Cade checked his compass. It pointed toward distant black mountains. Cade pointed the other way.

"Dream lies that way," he said to Candlelit. "It's many miles away, and perhaps death lies on the way, and I don't know if you can make it by foot."

Candlelit clutched his hand. "Won't you come with me?"

Cade lowered his head and shook it. "Tasha and I... our path leads into the heart of Nightmare, to greater danger, and I can't ask you to come with us. Most likely we're walking to our deaths."

Candlelit gazed into the east, toward Dream. "You spoke to the worms of battles at the Begemmed City." She took a deep breath. "My home is in danger, so my path leads there. I will return to fight for my home."

She embraced him again, and kissed his lips, and kissed his cheek. "Goodbye, my friend," she whispered. "Though it is likely that we both journey to our deaths, I pray we meet again, if not in this life, than in the gray endlessness of the Afterworld."

Cade stood for a long time, watching her walk into the distance. Finally he heaved a sigh.

"Looks like it's just us again," he said to Tasha. 

Tasha held up a tiny ball of silk. "At least now I have a pillow."

Cade began to walk westward, toward Phobetor, deeper into the flames and horrors of Nightmare.

* * * * *

Candlelit walked across the ashy plain, moving away from Cade and his mouse. Dream, she thought. I'm going back home. It had been years since she had fled Dream, angry and young and confused, traveling into Nightmare and captivity. Tears filled Candlelit's eyes at the memory. Finally I'm going home--to Dream, to the Begemmed City, to my family.

The ash swirled around her boots as the skies grumbled. She looked over her shoulder, back to Cade. He was just a small speck in the distance now, growing smaller as he walked into the west.

"Be careful, Cade," she whispered. She liked him. She would miss him. Maybe some day, when the war ended, he would visit her in the Begemmed City. I've never had a boyfriend, but if Cade asks me to be his, I will say yes.

As she turned back to face Dream in the east, she froze.

Before her stood three glistening demons.

"CADE!" she tried to scream, but their leathery palms covered her mouth, and they held her as she struggled. Their drool covered her, and their eyes burned, and as they shoved Candlelit into a heavy sack, she screamed, but there were none to hear.

* * * * *

Through the flames and howling wind, her feathers and clothes flapping, Moonmist climbed onto the roof of the steeple. She stood atop the world, on the tallest tower in Dream, the shadowed landscapes of her world spreading into the horizons around her. Under a sky of whirling reds and black, she turned to stand before Eliven, the Queen of Nightmare.

Beautiful was the queen and terrible to behold, her flesh molded by Phobetor from the red clay of Nightmare, her hair woven of flame. Claws grew from her fingers and toes, and her wings stretched wide, leathery and black. Her raiment was made of chains, and she held her hands aloft, spewing diablerie from her fingertips.

"Welcome, princess," the Queen of Nightmare said with a small smile, her voice like endless echoes. "I've been waiting for you."

"I'm sorry to have kept you waiting," Moonmist said.

A black Dreamblade, its pommel shaped as a skull, hung over Eliven's back. The Bonerazor, Moonmist thought, staring at the blade. So it's real. She had heard of this terror, the first Dreamblade Phobetor had carved, the first Dreamblade ever made.

"You should have chosen the death Loor offered you," Eliven said, drawing that blade. It sucked in all light, forming a shard of pure darkness, shrieking. "The fate I offer is far less merciful."

Moonmist raised her own Dreamblade, the Dawnstone. It glowed dimly under the storm, and the firelight seemed almost to overpower it, but Moonmist held it firmly. Dream still fights.

"Do you see this blade?" the princess said. "It severed Loor's head. Our Dreamblades were made for one purpose--to kill gods."

Eliven laughed. "Loor was a god of Dream, the son of Galgev and Maninav. Phobetor is a Dreamgod too." The Queen of Nightmare snarled, her hair wild and crackling, her wings unfurling. "But I am no goddess of Dream!"

The Queen of Nightmare slammed down her Dreamblade. Moonmist raised the Dawnstone, and the two blades clanged so loudly, Moonmist thought all of Dream and Nightmare could hear. Black sparks flew from the Bonerazor, and a fountain of white light sprayed from the Dawnstone.

"You will not rule here!" Moonmist screamed and swung the Dawnstone, and Eliven parried. Again the Dreamblades clanged, in great sound and light and fury. Moonmist was pushed back on the roof, her feet slipping, the Dreamblade held above her. The blades drew apart, then clashed again, and light exploded. It felt like fighting inside the sun.

Moonmist grabbed the roof with one hand. She raised the Dawnstone above her, checking another blow. Sparks covered her, burning her skin, and she screamed. Above her, Eliven screeched inhumanly, encased in flame. The black wings flapped, churning the clouds, sending waves of wind and bass.

Bonerazor descended again, and Moonmist fell, caught the roof for support, and just barely parried. She lay across the roof, holding on with one hand. Her head tilted backwards, and she overlooked Dream, now burning with the light of the battle. She glimpsed a red patch shooting across the land, heading into the horizon. Redfur.

A clawed hand cupped the back of her neck, pulling her up. Moonmist found herself face to face with Eliven. The Nightmare Queen held her an inch away, her hot fingers against Moonmist's nape.

"Such a beautiful girl," Eliven whispered, flames in her eyes, and traced her fingers across Moonmist's cheek. "Phobetor will enjoy you."

Moonmist screamed, pulled herself free, and swung the Dawnstone. Her Dreamblade sliced into Eliven's neck and emerged, smoking, from the other side.

Moonmist stood, panting, staring. Queen Eliven raised her fingers to her neck, touched the cut, and smiled softly. Before Moonmist's eyes, the cut closed.

"I told you," Eliven said. "Dreamblades can only harm the gods of Dream. I am made of Nightmare itself."

The demon's full lips smiled wickedly, and she flapped her wings, and the Dawnstone burst into flame in Moonmist's hand. Moonmist cried and dropped the Dreamblade, her hand charred, and raised her eyes in horror. Still smiling, Eliven grabbed her--one hand around Moonmist's neck, the other at the small of her back. As Moonmist screamed and struggled, the black wings encased her.

I cannot fall captive. I must die here!

The wings closed around her, and darkness fell. The wings pushed her against Eliven, and the hot clay burned her, muffling her screaming into silence.













Chapter Twenty-Eight

The Temptress









Through the swirling plains of Nightmare Cade marched, the sky burning, raining ash. The wind plastered his hair against his forehead, and the grumbling air, thick as soup, placed deep weariness in him. His lungs hurt, his eyes burned, and everywhere he looked he saw only red sand rising in the wind, jagged boulders, and forever the swirling sky. It's like walking in the belly of a new beast, with no hope of emerging.

What time was it? He could not tell night from day. All he could do was trudge forward, following the compass, and think of nothing but the next step. He could not wait to meet Phobetor, to confront his destiny... yet at the same time, that thought filled him with dread, and he wished nothing more than to keep trudging forever, to never find the God of Nightmare.

"Cade," Tasha whispered hoarsely, "do you think the wineskin would have something to drink now?"

Cade glanced at the mouse, who rode on his shoulder. Tasha seemed thinner and weaker than ever. His sister looked famished, so thin that her ribs showed, and deep inside, Cade worried that Tasha would not survive this quest. Many times, he doubted that he himself would survive.

"I'll try," Cade whispered. His throat was too dry to speak much louder. He uncorked the wineskin and shook it over his palm. Only several droplets fell out. Cade let Tasha drink first. She sipped one drop of water, then wrinkled her nose.

"Blech!" she said. "Tastes worse than a troll's backside."

"Drink the rest," Cade said. "You need to drink."

"So do you. And I couldn't drink another drop if my life depended on it."

Cade decided not to argue and licked up the remaining drops. They were salty and felt more dry than wet. The farther they journeyed from Dream, the weaker the magic became. He reached into his backpack, pulled out the breadbox, and opened it. It yielded only moldy bread crust.

"I can't eat that stuff, Cade," Tasha said.

"We have no choice. Something is better than nothing." He took a bread crust, brushed off the mold, and stuffed the bread into his mouth. It was stale, the consistency of rubber, and its tips were moist. It felt like chewing a dirty old tire, and it was all Cade could do to swallow it.

Tasha took a single bite, swallowed with a shudder, then closed her eyes and lay across Cade's shoulder. "I've said it before, and I'll say it again. What I wouldn't give for a big, juicy, plump Golden Delicious apple!"

A gust of hot, sandy wind blew across them, shrieking. Cade paused for a moment, shut his eyes, then re-mustered his strength and kept trudging forward. His feet were blistered and he limped.

"And what I wouldn't give for a medium-rare T-bone steak, a side of fried shrimps, and one of those big chocolate milkshakes in the tin mugs." Cade licked his lips, but he tasted only the sand and clay of Nightmare. The hunger pounded in his belly, overcome only by the sickening fear that forever swirled through him.

"A fat chunk of Swiss cheese!" Tasha said.

"A plate of sushi, and a sundae for dessert."

"A huge bowl of oatmeal that I can swim in!"

Cade could not help but grin, despite everything. "Keep your oatmeal. Give me a double cheeseburger, onion rings, and a huge mug overflowing with root beer."

Tasha laughed, and Cade laughed too, and suddenly they were laughing so hard, tears flowed down Cade's cheeks. He laughed so much, that for a moment he could not walk, but fell to the ground laughing.

"And the root beer would fizz all over the place," Tasha said between fits of laughter. "It'll soak your cheeseburger!"

Cade pounded the earth, he was laughing so hard. "Oh yeah? Well, it'll spray all over you too, you'll be soaking wet."

For a moment they could do nothing but laugh, as the skies growled black above them, and the hot wind raised clouds of red sand. We haven't laughed like this, together, since we were kids. When they had finished laughing, Cade found that he could not stand up again. His muscles ached too badly, his feet were too blistered, and he was too weary and hungry and thirsty. He lay on the ground and realized that, instead of laughing, he was crying. He lay staring up at the sky.

"I don't know if I can go on anymore, Tash," he said softly.

Tasha's voice was so gentle, Cade could weep. "Let's rest for a bit."

The mouse climbed onto Cade's chest and lay there. Cade could not even pat Tasha, he was so weary. His head spun. "I remember the sky in Dream," he whispered, tears in his eyes. "It was always different, every day. I've never seen so many shades of blue, and at night, the stars were so bright." Here they could see only grumbling clouds like flowing lava.

How was Dream faring? Did Windwhisper still patrol the skies? Were the pegacats still captive? Cade did not know. He felt lost here, alone, beyond the reach and knowledge of anyone in Dream. He worried about the world, about everybody on Earth if Nightmare won. And he worried about his sister, the dreams she might have.

Tasha lost the world years ago. I can't let her lose Dream too.

"We'll see the skies of Dream again," Tasha said. "Windwhisper will fly across them, and we'll wave to him, and our breadbox will give us all the sushi and onion rings and oatmeal we could eat."

Cade sighed. "But you know what? Right now I'd give all that up. The breadbox. The wineskin. All the wonders of Dream... if I could just see home again."

Tasha smiled. "My old bed. Creaky but cozy."

"Remember Friday nights? Our movie nights. We had fun, didn't we?" Cade smiled too. "You'd get scared in the scary bits, but clap when the good guys won." He laughed softly. "You'd always put oregano on the popcorn, even though you knew I hate it."

"Home," Tasha whispered. Her voice trembled. "I never liked it much, but I miss it now. It is home, isn't it?"

Cade nodded. "Not as wonderful as Dream, but home to us. I wonder if Princess Moonmist would ever want to see it. She's used to living in a palace, after all."

"She'll like to see it," Tasha said. She nodded. "She will."

Cade could say no more. Weariness overcame him, and he fell into sleep.

He did not know how long he slept. Whenever he slept in Nightmare, he felt half awake, turning and tossing in a hypnagogic fever. Sweat covered him, though he felt cold, and his entire body itched, outside and in. He might have lain like this for ten hours, and maybe ten minutes; there was no knowing. He could no longer tell time. It seemed he knew nothing but hunger, thirst, pain, and fear.

"Let's go on," he said to Tasha, tossing his cloak over him and struggling to his feet. He limped across the plains, Tasha on his shoulder, the swirling sky making him dizzy. Soon the land began to sway, slanting to and fro like a ship in a storm.

"Earthquake," Tasha said, but no. The earth did not quake, only swayed. Cade felt like an ant caught on an ice cube floating in somebody's drink. Stones rolled around his feet. He fell and had to use his arms to crawl forward. One moment he was climbing up, the next sliding down a slope.

When the sky began to rain ashy pellets, burning his skin, Cade fell to the ground. He tried to push himself up, but his arms wobbled, and he fell to his side. With trembling fingers, he opened his wineskin, but nothing came out. The ash fell onto him, hot and sticky, covering him. Every inch of his body ached, and still the world spun and roared and burned.

Cade covered his eyes. "I don't know how much more of this I can take, Tash," he said in a weak, cracked voice. "I think we're going to die." He tasted tears on his lips.

A soft voice replied.

"You don't have to take any more. You can make it all end... now."

Cade lay with eyes shut. He felt too weak to even open them. Who had spoken? The voice belonged to a woman. It was the softest, most beautiful voice he had ever heard, the voice of Mercy itself. A hand touched his shoulder, and it filled him with healing goodness that flowed over him, washing the pain away.

He moaned and his eyes fluttered open.

Above him knelt a woman with red skin, her hair made of flame. She was of beautiful features and form, and seemed made not of flesh, but of the red clay of the earth. Her eyes were as two coals, bright and hot and tempting. She smiled at him, her lips ripe and full of secrets, and Cade felt his blood stir. If the chained woman from the dungeons had exuded delicate beauty, this woman dripped passion and lust.

Cade pushed himself up. The world had ceased rocking, and while the ash stormed and burned, none of it touched him. Cade and the woman seemed to sit in a pocket of silence, where the air seemed cool and no noise or fire could harm them.

"Who are you?" he whispered, her light upon his face. Though her hair seemed made of flames, Cade found himself unable to resist an urge to reach forward and touch that hair. The flames were warm and soft in his fingers, not burning him, but filling his body with aching goodness.

She smiled again, a crooked smile with those full lips. "Cade," she whispered, her voice as flowing honey. "You have suffered for so long. Rest your head in my lap. Let me tend to you."

He could not resist, she was so soothing. She gently pulled him down and laid his head upon her lap, and he shut his eyes as she caressed his hair.

"Drink this," she whispered and held a horn above his lips. No, not a horn; an elk's antler. From it flowed wine as clear and sweet as the streams of Dream, and Cade drank deeply. He had wanted to drink for so long.

"Let Tasha drink too," he said, but she only hushed him with a finger to his lips. She washed his face with a wet cloth, letting her fingers run over his skin. He tried to mumble something more about Tasha, but could not, lying here felt so good.

"Eat," she said and fed him plump red grapes. "Do they taste good?"

Cade nodded. He had never tasted anything sweeter.

"Nightmare is not only brimstone and sulfur," the woman said. "For those who rule here, there is sweet wine, sweet fruit, and pleasures such as Dream cannot offer." She trailed her fingers across his face, then leaned down and pressed her full lips against his forehead. Cade had never known lips could feel so soft.

The woman laughed. "Would the Twig Eater kiss you so, son of man?" She ran her fingers over his body and kissed his ear. "Abandon your quest through the fiery plains, Cade. It is consuming you. I can feel the weariness and pain within you."

"I can't," he whispered. "I can't turn back now."

Suddenly he was lying beside her, and the earth had become a fur rug, and around them tall candles burned. "No," she said. "Do not turn back, Cade. There is nowhere to return to. The lands of Dream have been destroyed."

She turned her head, looking over her shoulder, and Cade followed her gaze. He gasped and his eyes stung. Ahead, as in a vision, he saw the lands of Dream, great forests and fields and endless blue skies... and he saw evil overcome them. Sunflower Corner wilted, and the belugas lay dead upon Beluga Beach. The Crystal Caves were destroyed, and even Butterfly Valley, the holy home of Niv, lay rotten and burned. 

The woman shook her head sadly, then nuzzled up against him, the vision gone. "Dream is destroyed," she whispered, her lips against his ear. "All its beauty has been washed away. It has been laid to waste utterly."

Cade felt tears flow down his cheeks. "Then I have failed," he said.

Her voice was soft. "No. You have not failed while there is still life within you." She took his hands. "Abandon your quest and join us, Cade. Join us who rule Nightmare, and you will never more feel weary or alone."

He leaned back. "Who are you?"

Suddenly they were standing upon a steeple of stone, a mile high. A sea of lava crashed, blazed, and crackled against one side of the steeple. A field of razor sharp boulders rose, glistening, against the other side. Burgundy lines stretched across the black sky into the horizons, blazing.

The woman stood before him upon the needle of stone, wearing a gown of fire, and her hair of flames flowed in the wind. She spoke in his mind, her lips shut and smiling.

You know me.

He nodded slowly, remembering the Dreamsong. "Eliven," he said. Queen of Nightmare.

She took his hands. "Follow me and become a lord of Nightmare. The rewards are more than you can dream of."

A curtain of blackness seemed to be drawn before them, and Cade stared upon a hall glittering with golden opulence. Tables laden with steaks, fried shrimps, sushi, and endless desserts filled the hall. Beyond them, upon cushions and beds, dozens of scantily-clad women beckoned to him with coy eyes. They all looked like Moonmist.

Tasha sat at the hall in a bowl of Golden Delicious apples. Noticing Cade, she leapt off the bowl, ran forward, and leapt onto Cade's shoulder.

"I didn't take one bite," the mouse said. "Nightmare food."

The Queen of Nightmare smiled a toothy smile. "The best food in existence, dear mouse. We know how to live here in Kar. We're in search of good men--and good mice! Join us, and this hall is yours, and a thousand like it."

Cade looked at her through narrowed eyes. I can't abandon home, he thought. I can't let everyone in the world have nightmares every night.

Eliven stared at him. "The world is beyond your control now," she said. "And your bottle is useless. With Dream destroyed, all its magic is gone. It can no longer harm my lord. Hand me the bottle, and join us in our courts... or you will die, Cade. You will die with pain."

She reached toward his pocket, to draw the bottle... and Cade took a step back. She hissed suddenly, and her eyes burned with fire, but then her face became pleasant and smiling again.

"Cade," she said softly, "surrender to me, please, and you will have all you've ever dreamed of."

He shook his head and took another step back. "I have never dreamed of Nightmare."

He turned then, ran two steps, and leapt off the steeple of stone. He plummeted down toward the storming sea of lava.













Chapter Twenty-Nine

Captive









Cade fell through darkness toward the sea of bubbling lava.

Leaving Eliven, the Queen of Nightmare whom Phobetor had raised from clay, he plummeted into the depths. The wind blew his hair and flapped his clothes. Eliven screamed above upon the steeple of stone, a demon scream, high-pitched and horrible in its wrath, a cry which made the skies burn and boil.

As he fell, the wind in his hair, Cade shut his eyes and could almost smile. It seemed to him that he fell in slow motion. No, not falling but gliding, a seed in the wind. He wished he could fall forever, caught here in the air where no pain could clutch him.

Then the rope around his foot snapped taut, springing him up, leaving him dangling. He caught his breath for a moment, then breathed out shakily.

"That was quick thinking, Tash," he whispered.

Tasha, clutching his shoulder, whispered back. "I knew we had to get out of there. But hey, I'm only a mouse, so I wouldn't count on my knot being too tight. And I'm not sure the boulder I tied it to is very sturdy either."

"Thank Maninav for giving us this rope. It saved us again."

Cade swung on the rope until he caught the stone obelisk. He clutched the stone facade, flattening himself against it. He could feel Eliven gazing down into the darkness, and he held his breath and clung to the shadows. After long moments, the Queen of Nightmare left with a crackle of flame, shooting like a comet into the sky and disappearing.

"It worked," Cade said. "She thinks the lava ate us. But now what?" He gazed below, where the lava roiled and bubbled.

"I saw no lava on the other side of the steeple," Tasha said, "just a field of razorlike boulders."

Cade sighed. "Just razorlike boulders? Is that all?"

He removed the rope from his leg, and Tasha scurried up the steeple and untied the other end. They repacked the rope, and Cade checked his compass. It glowed a deep red, hot in his hand.

"Look, Tash. The compass is glowing. This place must be close to Phobetor. The compass has never glowed before."

Tasha shuddered. "Yes, we're close. I can feel it, like ants crawling inside my bones."

Cade shuddered too. Every instinct in his body screamed to run the other way, and yet he was heading toward Phobetor, the last place he wanted to be. He began climbing in the darkness, moving slowly down the tower of stone. As he descended, inch by inch, he thought of the images Eliven had shown him. Beluga Beach, Sunflower Corner, even Butterfly Valley destroyed... Dream laid to waste... could it be true?

Tasha seemed to read his thoughts. "I don't believe her," the mouse said. "Eliven is a queen of lies."

Cade shuffled his feet against the stone, found a purchase, and descended another three inches. "Maybe, Tasha, but if she spoke truth, if Dream is indeed destroyed, then we've failed. Without Dream's magic, the bottle won't work. We'd be unable to trap Phobetor."

Tasha shook her head mightily. "Cade, if Dream truly were destroyed, do you think Eliven would try to buy us off? She offered us to join her! She wouldn't do that unless she fears that, somehow, we could destroy her husband. She was scared, Cade. I could smell it on her. She wasn't sure what power the bottle held, not exactly, but knew to fear it, to fear whoever bore it. The bottle works, Cade. Dream still stands, or at least a part of it."

Cade kept descending, the stone rough against his palms. "In any case, it's obvious now that Phobetor knows of our quest, and knows of the bottle. Nightmare is on to us."

Tasha sighed. "I think they've known about the bottle for a long time. But what can we do? Only continue and hope that, by stealth, we can sneak up on Phobetor."

"He'll be well guarded," Cade said. "And he'll be expecting us. I don't know, Tash. It all seems so hopeless."

"We've faced hopeless before and overcome. We can't let hopelessness conquer us yet. You know what, Cade? Even if it is hopeless... I'm going to die trying." The mouse took a deep breath. "I'm not scared to die, not for this cause. I don't want to run away, to turn back a failure. I love Dream and I'll do anything to save it." Her claws dug into his shoulder. "It's our place, remember? We are Talon and Sunflower, prince and princess of the wilderness. We do not give up."

Cade paused for a moment and leaned against the stone. He took a deep, shaky breath and realized something that, inexplicably, overflowed him with a wave of calmness. "I'm prepared to die for Dream too," he said. "I can't believe I'm saying this, but it's true. If we die here, let it be so, and let us die fighting Nightmare." He looked at his sister. "I love you, Tasha. If we die today, I want you to know that."

Tasha rubbed against his cheek. "Right back at ya, bro. Now hey, we've reached the bottom."

Cade stepped onto the ground between towering razors of stone. The stone blades stretched ahead for miles, it seemed. He took a deep breath and began to walk between the stones, knowing that any wrong step could mean a sliced ear. Their quest continued.

* * * * *

Moonmist woke up slowly, in pain.

Pain was the first reality, searing pain that shot through her muscles and burned in her wounds. As she blinked weakly, pulling herself from slumber, the memory returned.

Eliven. The Begemmed City. I'm captive.

She opened her eyes and saw craggy walls bedecked with torches. When she tried to move, she could not, and chains clanked. She forced herself to take deep breaths, to ward off panic. She lay on her back. Her arms were bound beneath her, and her legs and neck were chained to the floor. I'm in a prison. But where?

The hot air stank of sulfur, and the cries of demons came from behind the walls. The floor was stone, hard and craggy. Moonmist knew of no place in Dream that was so hot and foul. I've been taken to Nightmare.

She shut her eyes again, feeling the tears gather. So it's ended. The city has been taken, as have I. And soon all of Dream will fall, if it hasn't fallen already. She thought of Cade. Did he still live? Was he still heading into Nightmare? If so, he was their only hope... but what hope could he truly bring? He was one hero facing a kingdom of evil and a god of malice. Perhaps he was dead already.

"I wish I knew where he is," she whispered.

And Yor--what of the Twig Eater? Would Nightmare kill him too? Moonmist could not imagine a world without the Father Elk. Yor had always been the greatest symbol of Dream, and if he should die, truly life had become a nightmare.

A scream of agony came from a chamber somewhere above. Moonmist had never heard a scream of such pain, and she winced. She tugged at her chains in a sudden outburst of panic, but could not free herself. Even her neck was chained to the floor with a collar. The scream came again, and Moonmist shut her eyes and clenched her fists.

Will Nightmare torture me now? The fear rose in her, and she could not curb it. Battles were one thing, even death, but torture seemed a fate she could not endure. She wished she were dead. She'd have killed herself now, could she. She felt weak and cowardly for wanting to give up, to die, but did not care. Life is over for me. Just let me die quickly.

Sniffing came from the shadows, only several feet away, and Moonmist started in her bonds. For a moment there was silence. Moonmist lay, heart pounding. Then the sniffing resumed, followed by grunts, and in the darkness two yellow eyes shone.

"Who's there?" Moonmist said in a shaky voice. She tried to sound brave, but it came out as a whisper, so weak that she doubted the creature heard.

The grunting came closer, and Moonmist pulled on her chains again, but could not free herself.

The creature emerged into the torchlight, and Moonmist had to look away with a grimace. The creature, now sniffing above her, looked like a demonic mole, its naked skin red, its whiskers bristly and thick. She winced when she felt its nose sniff over her skin, its whiskers prick her flesh.

"You are awake," it grunted, its voice nasal. "Good, good. Very pleased. You go to the master now."

Moonmist heard another creature sniffing toward her from the left, then another from behind her head. She felt their whiskers touch her, their noses sniff her. She peeked to see three of the demonic beings, each more hideous than the other, peering over her. Warts covered them, and their eyes were tiny and white. They are blind, she thought. 

"Who is your master?" she whispered, fearing the answer.

The moles hissed, and one bit her thigh, hard enough to make her cry out loud. "You no ask questions," it said. "Bad, bad. Not pleased. No talking. Master is great. Master is owner. Silence! You see Great One soon."

Keys chinked, and suddenly Moonmist's legs, though still bound to each other, were free from the floor. She moved them and gasped in pain as the blood rushed back into her. Her muscles were cramped and her head spun. The keys chinked again, and her collar was unbound from the floor.

"Up, up! Stand, feathered-one. Walk to see Master." The moles jabbed her with claws, and grimacing in pain, Moonmist pushed herself to her feet. Her ankles were still fettered together, a foot apart, just enough to let her hobble, and her hands were still cuffed behind her back. The moles tugged the chain on her collar, pulling her. "Walk!"

She hobbled forward, dizzy, the fetters chaffing her ankles and the floor rough against her bare feet. Two moles, only two or three feet high, pulled on her collar while a third jabbed at her back with a spear.

Give me strength to face this, Moonmist prayed. Whatever comes next, I must be strong.

They walked through the dungeon, the torches at their sides. Dried blood smeared the walls among chained skeletons. From chambers surrounding her, above and below, Moonmist heard screams. She remembered the screams from the battlefields, the Elorians who died under her command. As terrible as those days of war had been, Moonmist would have given anything to have them back. Back then I had some hope, I still stood in Dream, and I fought against evil. Now I'm all alone, in darkness. Tears filled her eyes and she trembled. She missed her parents and friends so much, she sobbed as she walked.

"I never appreciated anything," she whispered. "I never paused to really enjoy my mother hugging me, or the days of beauty in Dream, the taste of wine, the smell of flowers. I took everything for granted, I'm so sorry."

Where is my courage? Where is that strength I summoned to fight in war? It is all gone now, like the leaves of Dream, like the jasmines that glided away on the winds that blew from the mountains. 

She took a deep breath, remembering those flowers, the way they swirled in the northerlies. Let my fear be as those flowers and glide away. She looked into herself, at scenes of Dream, rolling fields under towering purple mountains and sunrise. She smiled and her tears, just a moment ago tears of fear, became tears of awe and beauty.

Dream might be falling, might have fallen already, but I still carry a part of her within me. There's still a little life in me yet.

As the moles dragged her forward and her fetters clanked, she nodded. This was good. Let me remain with Dream's beauty within me, not fear. They cannot take that from me. Even here. Especially here. She would walk upon goldenrods and wild grass.

"Go, go!" the moles said, and a stone door opened before her. The moles released her chain, shoved her into the doorway, and slammed the door behind her. Moonmist caught only a glimpse of light before her knees hit the floor, and her head bent forward under the weight of her collar and chain. Her feathers covered her eyes.

* * * * *

They crawled across plains of blowing dust, three suns of howling flame above them, pillars of fire rising in the distance and filling the sky with black smoke. And yet they were cold, so cold that Cade and Tasha shivered.

"Is the compass still glowing?" Tasha asked, voice hoarse.

"More than ever," Cade said. "We're close."

He was so weary, he could hardly move. He could walk only several paces at a time, before dizziness made him crawl on all fours.

"I've become an animal here," he said and coughed, a long cough that brought blood to his throat. "No offense, Tash."

He thought of his life back on Earth. How long has it been? A year? More? Cade could hardly remember his home, and that chilled him. When he thought of himself a year ago, he seemed to be thinking of somebody else, another life. It seemed impossible that the Cade last year, at home, was the same Cade who trudged now, dirty and weary, through Nightmare.

They walked among jet boulders as tall and thin as trees. Cade felt like he was walking through a land of black knives. It made him feel small, which was good. He was hidden here amid the shadows.

He could see his reflection in the smooth black boulders, and he did not recognize himself. His face was haggard, gaunt, blackened by smoke and dirt. His hair hung limp, so long it nearly reached his chin. It was short when he'd left home. I look like a dying vagrant.

He felt like a different person, as if all his life back on Earth was but a wisp of some forgotten dream. He could remember home, but the memories seemed to belong to somebody else. He could recall the taste of the scrambled eggs Tasha would cook up for Saturday's breakfast ("scrambles", she called them), and the smell of Dora Grumbolt's perfumes at work, and the smile of Emily from the fourth floor. Yet he could not remember himself in any of those memories.

Did I truly live there? Does the world truly exist? He had not showered in so long, nor eaten a real meal, nor slept in a bed. Nightmare had turned him into some miserable beast that crawled dirty and frightened upon the ground, a creature that did not belong in civilization.

"Look, Cade," Tasha said. "A river of fire."

Cade raised his head, staring ahead. A river of flames snaked across the black earth. Shakily, Cade rose to his feet, ignoring the weakness in his knees. The river ran wide, at least fifty yards. The flames roared, blurring everything behind them; it was impossible to see what lay beyond the river. He trudged toward it, knees weak, until he stood before the roaring flames.

Cade sat down and lowered his head, thinking. The flames howled, rising a dozen feet tall. They reflected in the towering jet boulders, and a million fires seemed to burn around Cade.

"How to cross a flaming river?" he thought aloud. "Jump over it?"

"Too wide," Tasha said.

"Build a bridge?"

"Nothing to build one from."

"Fashion a lasso from our rope?"

"The boulders rise as high as buildings; you'd never be able to grab one."

Cade thought long and hard. Finally he said, "What if we tie the rope to a boulder on our side... then walk for a bit... and tie the rope to another boulder on our side of the river? Then we can climb across."

Tasha looked at him, worry filling her eyes. "Cade, are you all right? If you tie the rope to two boulders, both on our side, how would you climb across to the other side?"

Cade smiled. "It's so simple, it's almost not obvious. Because the river curves."

Tasha frowned. "Show me."

Cade smiled and drew a sketch in the mud.

"This is the river," he said.







"And this will be our rope!"







Cade stood up, kicked dirt across the drawing, and walked into one of the inner curves of the river. He stood before the riverbanks, the lava flowing around him, to the right and left. He tied the rope around a boulder and tugged, testing the knot.

Pulling the rope with him, he stepped away from the fire. He walked across a bulge in the river, and stepped into the next curve. He pulled the rope tight and tied it to another boulder.

"Let's go," he said. He climbed onto the rope, so that he hung beneath it, holding on with his hands and feet. Tasha clung to him. He crawled across the river like a chameleon, the flames hot against his back, and jumped down on the other side.

Tasha shuddered. "Nearly burned my tail to a crisp." She sighed. "Cade, do you think that...."

The mouse's voice trailed away, and she stared with wide eyes ahead. Cade followed her gaze, and his own mouth unhinged.

A palace of iron and jet rose in the distance, fluttering with dragons, towering into the clouds and alight with ten thousand torches.

The compass buzzed and trembled.

"Tasha, dear twin," Cade said, "we just might finally be here."













Chapter Thirty

The Labyrinth









A hand touched Moonmist's shoulder.

"It's over now, dear," said a gentle voice, a young woman's voice. "You'll be fine now."

Moonmist's hands were bound behind her back, and she could not clear the feathers away from her eyes. She raised her head, and the soft hands parted her feathers for her. The hands belonged to a young woman, an Elorian like her, with pale skin and black feathers growing from her head. Moonmist blinked.

"Where am I?" she whispered, rising to her feet.

She looked around her. The floor and walls were red marble, and a bronze bath stood on clawed feet, steaming. Brushes, soaps, and burning candles stood on wooden stools while pots of more water boiled on fires. Mirrors covered the walls, reflecting herself a hundred times. Moonmist examined her reflection in silence. She was thin, so thin, and her feathers were matted. Her eyes were haunted.

"You are in his realm," the young woman said. "They call me Candlelit." She pointed to a tattoo of her name, black roses coiling around it, on her arm. "They have sent you here, so that I can prepare you for him."

Candlelit led Moonmist toward the bath. It was scented of soaps and full of bubbles. I've not had a bath since Niv arrived in our city, she thought, the memory of home twinging her heart.

"Who is 'him'?" she asked, her voice barely more than a whisper.

Candlelit lowered her gaze to the floor. "The master. The great one." She raised her head then, to meet Moonmist's gaze, and fear filled her eyes. "Do not ask questions here, Princess Moonmist of the Begemmed City. Do not speak, if you can be silent." She lowered her blue eyes again. "It is best that way. He brought me into his service just a fortnight ago, but I have learned fast. Serve him, and you won't suffer."

Moonmist stared at Candlelit. "I do not wish to serve Phobetor."

The servant girl turned her head away and shut her eyes. "The old life is over, Princess! Please. Some before you have tried to fight, to speak his name. They suffer now. Please."

Moonmist took a deep breath. She had to be sure. "Candlelit, am I in Nightmare?"

Candlelit lowered her head and nodded, biting her lip, and Moonmist saw a tear flow down her pale cheek.

Moonmist nodded slowly. "Okay, Candlelit. I'll do as you say." Her entire future seemed to flip inside out. She had thought she would die in the Begemmed City. Then, just moments ago, she saw herself remain, tortured and bound, forever in the dungeons. And now... what was her fate now? To become a servant of Nightmare?

For two hours, Candlelit helped her bathe, brushed her hair, painted her nails, applied her with makeup, and beautified her like in her days back in the Begemmed City.

"How long have you been in Nightmare?" she asked Candlelit as the girl applied henna to Moonmist's eyelashes.

"I cannot say," Candlelit whispered. "Years perhaps."

"Are you from the Begemmed City?" Moonmist asked. She smiled at the sudden memory of her home. "You look like a girl from Wine Corner, down under the vineyards. Am I right?"

Candlelit looked up, and Moonmist saw the same twang of memory which filled her own heart. Yes. This girl is from home. She's been captive in Nightmare for a long time, but she's from home.

"Okay," Moonmist whispered. "I won't ask any more."

Finally Moonmist found herself dressed in silk and gold, her hair and makeup perfect, her body perfumed. When she examined herself in the mirror, she bit her lip to hold back the tears. She looked almost like she did at home, before the war began. If not for the collar and chains, she could almost imagine that she looked at a reflection of herself from a year ago. Would that I could exit this chamber now, and find myself back in my palace!

Candlelit stepped toward the door and placed her hand on the knob. Then she paused, glanced around furtively, and embraced Moonmist. With her feathers hanging around her head, Candlelit whispered urgently into Moonmist's ears.

"Be brave, Your Highness. Do what he tells you. Do not fight him. Please. However he harms you, if you resist, he will harm you tenfold. Worship him and you will not return to the dungeon."

Moonmist wished she could hug Candlelit back, but her arms were still bound. She whispered her own words. "And you, daughter of Dream, do not yet lose your hope, and do not yet forget our war. Some still fight for Yor."

Candlelit's body convulsed in sobs. "The Father Elk," she whispered in awe, then, paling in sudden terror, leaned back. "Remember what I told you!"

Candlelit opened the door, and the moles waited there. Sniffing and grunting, sweat covering their naked red flesh, they grabbed Moonmist's chain and pulled her out of the bathing chamber, back into the corridor of stone and torches.

They dragged her down the corridor and up a curving stairwell. It seemed to Moonmist that they climbed forever, for hours, for miles. Finally windows pierced the stairwell, and Moonmist could see columns of fire burning outside beneath a swirling sky of ash. Dragons swirled under that sky, thousands of them. Below upon the red clay of Nightmare, there stretched a labyrinth of black walls. As Moonmist watched, the labyrinth's walls shifted, ever changing. In the distance, chimneys spewed clouds of smog.

So this is what Nightmare looks like. Does Dream look like this now too?

The moles opened a door and jabbed Moonmist with spears, shoving her into a hallway. Thin windows lined the hallway, and skulls bedecked the walls. Moonmist saw the skulls of hippos, wolves, bears, and Elorians. Trophies.


She lowered her head. I never returned King Hippo's teeth to the river. Does his skull hang somewhere in this palace, a trophy of Nightmare?

They traveled through more stairwells, more corridors, and with every step, more opulence revealed itself. Moonmist saw pots of gems, golden statues, ivory sculptures, bear rugs, filigreed swords, a million plundered artifacts. Is this a palace or a museum of Dream?

Artifacts of Nightmare filled some rooms. Moonmist saw shields bedecked with Phobetor's deep purple spiral, black Dreamblades of Kar, jet statues of Eliven, and even a stone carving of Loor. There were statues of demons and monsters, dark crystals, and busts of demonic faces screaming in agony, their teeth made of steel.

Monsters walked the halls. Moonmist saw other evil moles, but also lanky demons with seven horns and three eyes, shaggy fanged beasts, and great slugs that dragged themselves across the halls, leaving trails of slime. They all stared at her as she walked by. She expected them to leer at her, spit at her, curse her, but instead they seemed almost awed, almost subservient. One monster, an insect-like being with three mouths, even bowed before her.

What's going on?

Finally the moles entered a vast columned corridor. Moonmist could not help but gape. The ceiling stood taller than any ceiling she had ever seen, and gilt covered the porphyry columns. Between the columns, Moonmist could see the landscapes of Nightmare stretching into the distance, red lands covered with razor-like black boulders and dunes of ash. Hot winds flapped her feathers.

Towering gilded doors, studded with firegems, stood at the end of the corridor, and the moles dragged her toward them. Two guards stood by the doors, twenty feet tall, burly, their skin dark red. Their faces were like the faces of cruel dogs, and with hands the size of horses, they pulled the doors open.

The moles pushed Moonmist through the doorway, and the doors boomed shut behind her. She found herself in an opulent hall. Gold and jeweled artifacts covered the walls, and a throne of crystals stood in the center.

A man sat upon the throne, dressed in burgundy. His skin was pure white, he was bald, and his eyes were golden. Moonmist had seen so many monsters of Nightmare, and yet this man seemed beautiful.

He rose to his feet and outreached his arms.

"Welcome to my home, Princess," he said with a small, mysterious smile. "My name is Phobetor."

* * * * *

Cade dragged his feet across a field of thorns, the ground writhing with worms. His feet ached with blisters, his muscles cramped, and hunger filled his belly. The world spun, and his arms and legs trembled with weakness. But he was almost there.

Phobetor's palace stood in the distance, casting a long shadow. Its black steeples pierced the clouds and dragons swam above it.

"We're finally here," Cade said hoarsely. His throat was so dry, speaking hurt. "It can't be more than five miles."

"How can you be sure this is Phobetor's home?" Tasha asked, sitting on Cade's shoulder.

Cade pulled out his compass. It hummed, trembled, and glowed in his palm. "I can't be sure." He sighed. "But my instinct tells me that here is the place." We never really expected a neon sign proclaiming "Phobetor's Palace", did we?

Tasha shivered and lay on her stomach. "I don't want to go in there. I'm scared, Cade."

"You can wait for me here," Cade said softly.

Tasha shook her head. "No. I've come all this way. I go with you."

Cade lifted the mouse and placed her in his palm. She felt thin and sick, her fur matted. "It's okay, Tash. Why should we both risk ourselves?"

Tasha stared back with black eyes. Suddenly she looked so much like her old human self. She has the same eyes, even in mouse form. "I wouldn't leave you, Cade. Not even if we march to death. Let me die with you, if that should happen. Come. Let's go. Do you have the bottle?"

Cade nodded, and for a moment he could not talk, not without fear of his voice breaking into a sob. He placed Tasha back on his shoulder. "It's in my pocket."

The air was hot and sweat covered Cade. He kept walking across the field, descending toward the palace, and as they moved closer, they saw before them a brick wall snaking across the land. It seemed to stretch around Phobetor's palace, dilapidated and blackened as by fire, topped with barbed wire and thorns. An iron gateway broke the wall, and Cade and Tasha headed toward it.

The gate's ironwork was twisted into the shapes of nude, female demons with claws and wings. Reddish moss hung from the iron. When Cade touched the gates, they screeched open with a cloud of dust.

"No guards?" Tasha asked. "No booby traps?"

"It's strange," Cade agreed.

"We've been fighting Phobetor's monsters from the start, from the Crunge on the bridge and countless others... but here, at his own home, nothing guards the gate?"

"Let's be careful."

Cade stepped through the gate, and at once, it slammed shut behind him with a clank. He turned around and pulled at it, but it would not open again. He stood for a moment and took a deep breath.

"Well, you at least can still sneak out," he said to Tasha with a smile.

The mouse looked ahead. Before them stood another wall, built of craggy stone, bedecked with ash. The road led left or right, overlain with pebbles that creaked under Cade's boots.

"The compass just points forward," Cade said. "Should we go left or right?" He shrugged. "I guess one's as good as the other." He began to walk to the right.

They walked down the road, walls at their sides. Old bloodstains covered the ground, and spirals were drawn onto the brick walls with crude strokes of ash. The air smelled like burnt rubber and pepper. After several moments, they reached another fork in the road.

"A labyrinth?" Tasha asked, peering left and right. Both roads seemed identical, curved so that Cade could not see where they led.

"So it would seem. Let's turn left."

They walked down the road, the walls towering at their sides, and Cade began to feel dizzy with the stench of rot and fire. The walls seemed to grow taller and closer together, trapping him in a narrow corridor. The world became strangely silent, and Cade realized that, for the first time, he could no longer hear the sky. He glanced up and could see umber clouds churn, but their grumble was gone. The only sounds were his feet against the stained pebbles and a murmuring breeze.

When they reached another fork, Cade examined his compass. It led forward, but both roads led sideways, and reluctantly Cade chose one. He shaped an arrow with the pebbles, pointing whence he came.

"It's getting dark," Tasha said, and Cade nodded. Night was falling, and as they kept walking, the symbols on the walls twisted like worms, fleeing into the bricks. Soon the darkness was complete, and even Cade's gems would not shine. If not for the compass, which still glowed, Cade would have thought he went blind. The air, just moments ago sultry, became so cold that Cade shivered.

"I hate to rest here for the night," he said. "Right in Phobetor's backyard! But this labyrinth is confusing enough in daylight."

"We'll take turns guarding," Tasha spoke from inside Cade's sleeve, where she had fled for warmth. "I'll go first."

Cade nodded and sat down, leaning against the wall. He wrapped his cloak around him, shivering. Sitting here in the cold, leaning against the stone wall outside of Phobetor's palace, he felt small and scared. Dream was so far; none of its gods could help him here. Cade had never felt so alone. He opened his breadbox, but found only moldy crusts. The wineskin produced only brackish drops. He would have given the world for hot chocolate, or tea with milk and honey, or a bottle of wine.

He shut his eyes and tried to imagine his bed back home, but it seemed such a distant memory. Leaning against the wall, eyes shut, he forced himself to pretend he was lying in that bed. He brought into his mind the window above the bedside, where he could see the moon. He resurrected his bookshelf, nightstand, radio. He recalled the scent of his sheets, the softness of his mattress, his sea turtle statuettes. Best of all was just being home, safe, away from horrors and fear.

For just an instant, the memory flooded him, vivid and real. For just an instant, Cade felt back home. The memory vanished at once, leaving him in the labyrinth, shivering in the cold, and he could no longer revive it. But it had been enough. It filled him with strength.

That's why I'm here. To save that home.

He drifted off to sleep with Tasha perched upon his shoulder.

The morning broke bleak and so cold, Cade dared not remove his hands from his armpits. In the dim light, he examined the walls around him and groaned.

"It's changed, Tash. Look."

They had gone to sleep by a fork in the road, with an arrow pointing to the corridor they had come from. The arrow now pointed toward a wall. Instead of a forked way, they now sat in a curving corridor.

"Has somebody moved us?" Cade asked.

Tasha sniffed the air. "It still smells the same. I don't think we were moved, and I never fell asleep on my watch."

"Neither did I."

Tasha looked around. "So the labyrinth is alive and changes in the darkness. Where does the compass point?"

Cade checked. "Right into the wall."

They walked down the corridor, until they came to a crossroads, and took one way. When they reached a dead end and turned back, they saw that the labyrinth had changed again behind them. The corridor they had walked down just a moment ago had vanished, replaced by a fork and two narrow paths.

Tasha sighed. "We're lost."

Cade looked down one path, and his breath died. A skeleton lay ahead, clad in diamond armor, the hilt of a broken Dreamblade still clutched in its hand. The skeleton wore a jeweled compass on a chain around its neck, and it held a small bottle in its hand.

The same compass and bottle that Windwhisper gave me.

"Look, Tash!" Cade whispered. He shivered. "We're not the first to have come here."

He stepped ahead, peered around the corner, and saw another skeleton. He approached it. This skeleton too held a chipped Dreamblade and wore armor. It seemed older than the first, and also bore a compass and bottle.

"They came all this way to find Phobetor," Tasha whispered. "They were on the same quest as us. They starved to death in the labyrinth... or died of old age." The mouse shivered.

Cade cursed, spun around, and ran down the corridor toward the first skeleton. But the labyrinth had changed again, and he could not find it, and he felt panic tickling inside him.

"No, it can't be," he said, turning his head left and right, dizzy. "Windwhisper would have told me, or Niv, or the pegacats. Somebody would have told me if others had come this way before me. It's impossible!"

Tasha said nothing.

"How could they not have told me?" Cade said and felt tears burn in his eyes. "It must be a trick, a trick of Phobetor's. I won't believe a thing in this place!" His voice was raised to almost a shout. He panted, his heart raced, and cold sweat washed him.

Tasha spoke softly in his ear. "Pet me for a moment, Cade. Okay?"

Cade took a deep breath, placed Tasha in his hand, and stroked the mouse's fur slowly.

"Petting animals calms people down," Tasha said with a grin.

Cade could not help it. He laughed. As he continued to pet Tasha, he indeed felt the panic dissipate, and he breathed slowly and deeply. We've come all this way. I can't fail here. I didn't take Tasha all this way so that she could die here. And I won't let Phobetor haunt sleepers on Earth.

He leaned down and pried the Dreamblade from the skeleton's hand. It was old and chipped, but when Cade swung it, it seemed strong and swift.

"I'm not a great warrior," he said. "But somehow I've made it here, so let me think. The labyrinth keeps changing, so we can't map it, and can't hope to find our way out."

Tasha nodded. "That's why all the heroes failed before us. They were great warriors, but they could not fight walls."

"But could they climb walls? If we could climb up, we could view the labyrinth from above. It could change all it likes--we'd still have a view of it, and know where to go."

The dead knight carried rope on his back; it looked like more of Maninav's magical rope, sturdy as if new. After a few moments of work, Cade managed to fashion pieces of the knight's armor into a grappling hook. He tied the hook to the rope, spun it, and tossed it over the wall. Cade tugged on the rope. It seemed sturdy, and he placed a foot against the wall.

Just as he began to climb, circular saws burst from the top of the wall, screaming. They spun with flashes of light, and the rope fell, torn, into Cade's hands.

"Wow," Tasha said.

Cade nodded. "We don't want to climb those walls."

"I wonder if any of those heroes before us managed to climb the walls, and met those blades." Tasha shuddered. "The thickest armor would not help them."

Cade thought for a moment. "No. But you can do something they, with their fancy armor, could not."

"Sniff out apples a mile away?"

"That too," Cade said with a smile. "But even better. You can fly."

Tasha looked at him, one eyebrow raised. "Cade, are you all right? I think you're confusing me with the pegacats."

"Not at all. Brace yourself." With that, Cade grabbed Tasha and tossed her into the air.

"CADE!" Tasha screamed, airborne. Cade caught her as she fell back down.

"What are you doing, Cade!?" the mouse demanded, panting. "Trying to give me a heart attack?"

"Tasha. Did you see anything up there?"

Tasha shivered. "Yes, Cade, I saw my life flashing before my eyes."

"Well, look more carefully this time." Cade tossed Tasha a second time, then caught her. "What did you see?"

Tasha stared at Cade in silence for a moment. Then she sighed. "We're going to have to do this every few steps, aren't we?"

Cade nodded. "Sorry, sis."

Tasha sighed again, the heaviest sigh Cade had ever heard. "The castle is that way. Let's walk down this corridor."

For long hours, Cade walked through the labyrinth, tossing Tasha above the walls every few moments. With Tasha's reports on the changing walls, and the compass pointing toward the palace, they finally reached another gateway.

Phobetor's palace loomed beyond.













Chapter Thirty-One

The Fang of Kar









Cade and Tasha hunkered behind a boulder, staring up at the palace. Gargoyles leered down from the battlements, spewing lava from their mouths, and blood dripped down the stone walls. Black dragons coiled under the clouds and demon shadows danced in the windows.

"Is this the place?" Tasha whispered. "Are we finally here?"

"Look at the compass, Tash. It's moving from side to side."

The needle shifted to the right, then to the left, again and again.

"Phobetor must be pacing," Tasha said. "We're at the right place." Suddenly the mouse froze and sniffed. "Monsters!" she whispered. "Coming close."

Cade slunk toward a jet statue of a demon warrior, its face twisted in rage, tusks of steel jutting from its mouth. He hid behind the statue and peered toward the palace. Three monsters came walking from behind a wall, covered in dank fur, wearing black armor and sporting claws. Horned helmets hid their faces.

"Guards," Cade whispered. They looked mean, and Cade doubted he could defeat all three in battle.

Suddenly the monsters began to sniff. Their eyes squinted, and they rushed to the statue where Cade hid.

Damn.

"Hey, you!" the monsters grunted, bursting around the statue.

Cade swung his sword.

Monster blood flew, and one guard fell.

Cade did not wait for the other monsters to attack. He ran, heading back into the labyrinth. He heard the monsters pursuing, howling in rage. He dared not turn to look. The monster footfalls thundered behind as Cade ran through the labyrinth, until finally he heard their howls moving in the wrong direction.

The monsters were lost.

Cade fell to the floor, breathing heavily, his heart racing. "That was close," he said.

Tasha nodded. "Agreed. Now toss me. Let's find our way back to the palace."

Still trembling with adrenaline and fear, Cade tossed Tasha above the walls, then caught her. "Move this way," Tasha said, and soon they were back at the palace. They could still hear the monsters howling in the labyrinth, lost among its magic and secrets.

"We have to hurry--before more guards arrive," Cade said. He approached the body of the monster he had killed. It lay bleeding, a pile of shaggy fur and armor. Cade gripped the body and pulled with all his might. The monster was heavy, three hundred pounds at least, Cade guessed. He worked for long moments, straining to drag the monster back behind the labyrinth wall.

"This won't be pleasant," he warned Tasha, then unsheathed the monster's dagger.

Tasha looked away in disgust. "Cade, really!"

"No choice," Cade said, his hands covered with the monster's blood. "It's the only way we can enter this place."

Tasha gagged.

Half an hour later, Cade stepped back toward the palace, clad in the monster's fur. The smell of blood still clung to the pelt. The monster's helmet hid his head, and he held its bloody dagger in his hand.

"This is seriously disgusting," Tasha said, hiding inside the fur. "And it stinks to high heaven."

"Everything in Nightmare stinks," Cade spoke inside the iron helmet. His eyes were narrow and his fists clenched. "We'll fit in."

The end was close now, he knew, and fought back the fear. He could feel the enchanted bottle in his pocket. It was so small, no larger than shot glass, yet the fate of the world hung on it.

Touch this bottle's mouth to Phobetor, Windwhisper had said, and he will be sucked in and imprisoned.

Cade clutched the bottle. That is, if Dream has not fallen already, he thought. Should Dream fall, the bottle would lose its magic. He had carried this bottle all the way from Seashell Shore, so many miles away. How long ago has it been? A year? Longer? Cade did not know, but he wanted this quest to end, desperately. He wanted to go home.

An archway led into the palace, carved from black stones, a twisted golden face inlaid into every brick. Clanking in his armor, reeking of the stolen fur, Cade stepped into the Fang of Kar, the palace of Phobetor. He found himself in a dark hall lined with jet statues of demons. Centipedes the size of dachshunds scurried across the floor, covered with jeweled armor, and Cade caught his breath as he hurried across the hall. The centipedes gazed at him for a moment, then continued with their business. He breathed out shakily and turned into a corridor.

"I don't like this place," Tasha whispered. "I know I've said that of many places, but I hate this one the most. It's too quiet."

Cade checked his compass. When he held it sideways, the needle pointed up. Phobetor is on a higher story. This palace was many stories high, and Cade could not guess which floor Phobetor was on. The top floor, he decided. The God of Nightmare would want to gaze upon his kingdom.

He swallowed, sudden dread filling him. Was Phobetor watching the labyrinth from his tower? Did he see Cade make his way through? Cade gripped his sword. He had been so weary and confused, he had never considered that. Then again, if Phobetor did know he was coming, would he not have captured Cade at the palace gateway?

Cade sighed. I'm hidden now, here in this corridor. All I can do is go on.

He began exploring the palace, moving from hallway to hallway, up stairwells, across halls of statues and ornaments. Monsters traveled the palace around him: great bats that walked on all fours, demonic bald moles, and naked balls of fat that dragged themselves with tiny claws. He even saw creatures of Dream in this place. Some were corrupted foxes and deer, the animals Loor cursed. Others were Elorian slaves, collared and shackled, some bearing the marks of beatings and torture.

How does Dream fare? Has it fallen to the armies of Nightmare?

Soon Cade heard a commotion of grunting, slobbering, belching, and cheering. The scent of meat filled his nostrils. A mess hall. He followed the noise and smell to a door and opened it, just an inch, to reveal a chamber full of dining monsters. Every monster of Nightmare seemed to fill the place, from tiny imps with hairy knuckles, to towering blobs of many eyeballs and ears. They surrounded wooden tables, feasting on trays of meats, drinking from a thousand bottles of sour milk.

"You don't suppose they have any Golden Delicious apples, do you, Cade?" Tasha whispered.

Cade was famished, but this food made him feel sick. Who knew what this meat came from, animal or monster?

"No, I don't suppose so. Sorry, Tash."

The monsters ate lustily, splattering the room with juice and gobbets of meat, tossing bones over their shoulders. Whenever they emptied a bottle, they tossed it aside to smash or roll along the floor.

"Look, Tash," Cade said. "Look at what the imps are drinking."

Tasha peered forward. "Tiny bottles, just the right size for them."

Cade looked at the mouse. "I have an idea."

* * * * *

Harmony flew over the burned lands of Dream, and her tears fell as rain onto the smoldering earth. Her butterfly wings, spun of gold, fluttered under an ashen sky tinged red from the fires. Alandria herself, Queen of Dream, had sent her upon this quest, to search for survivors. But Harmony had been flying for days, and could find none. All she saw were burnt forests, swarms of monsters, and crude temples resurrected to Eliven and Phobetor.

"Poor Eloria," Harmony whispered, wishing she were as eloquent as her sister Starlight, or as poetic as Tam. If she were, she would think of something better to say, something sadder, more profound. But she was only Harmony the pegacat, pet of Niv, and she could only whisper, "My poor home." 

Her sister, Starlight, flew to the north. Windwhisper flew to the west, toward Nightmare itself. Did they find any survivors? It seemed that only in the east, where Yor himself lived, did Dream still stand, and even those lands were falling.

Swarms of monsters gathered around the temples for Eliven, praying and chanting. The temples grew like thorns, ugly structures of spikes and spirals. Do people on Earth dream of these temples now? Can they dream only of monsters? Harmony had never met any human aside from Cade, but she loved him, and she feared for the dreams of his kind. Windwhisper had said that if Nightmare vanquished Dream, all humans would suffer from such terrible nightmares, they'd be unable to sleep and finally die. Would Cade die too?

Harmony flew over Autumn Forest, which now stood burned, all the leaves gone, the trees charred and naked and dead. She wondered where Cade was. Perhaps he was dead already. He was their only hope, she knew. If he could not capture Phobetor in the bottle soon, before the last defenses of Dream fell, all would be lost.

She turned, her wings churning the air. The sun was setting. It had been three days. Queen Alandria said to return after three days. They need my help. The final battle will be fought soon.

She flew back east, over the scorched lands, never resting, flying through sunrise and sunset and sunrise again, until finally she reached the last untouched lands of Dream. There, in the distance, the last forests still bloomed and the sky was still blue. And yet, below, armies of monsters, shaggy and fanged and clawed and horned, marched and beat drums. There were hundreds of thousands, maybe millions. Their drumbeat and chanting shook the world.

Harmony descried Eliven herself, her wings wide and black, marching at their lead. The Demon Queen's hair burned as a beacon of flame. The greatest army of Nightmare, Harmony thought. As they marched, they torched the land, spreading out to swallow and destroy it, leaving only ruin behind. They were turning all of Dream into a sprawling nightmare.

Harmony flapped her wings, caught an air current, and flew as fast as she could. I must reach Hidden Valley Ridge before they do. Hidden Valley Ridge--just past her waterfall. Yor's home, the last land untouched by Nightmare. The final battle would be there.

She flew past the hosts of Nightmare, gliding over forests of pine and ash and maple, so beautiful they made her weep. She could see the last survivors of Dream marching toward the Ridge. She spotted Galgev, the fox god, leading columns of deer and wolves and wild horses. Starlight flew from the north, and behind her flew clouds of birds. Maninav, the flower goddess from the Tropical Canopy, led pumas and tigers and bands of bedraggled Elorians who had escaped their city. Alandria herself, Queen of Dream, marched at the head of a cloud of faeries. When she flew low, Harmony even saw armies of ants, billions of them, marching toward the last battle. 

"Dream's final stand," Harmony whispered. Was it a hopeless battle?

Please, Cade, if you're still alive, hurry. How long did Cade have before Dream fell, rendering the bottle useless? A day? An hour? Hurry, Cade, please.


Soon Harmony saw mist rising from the lush forest ahead. The waterfall. Here Tam was born. Here, in a cave, she had lived with Starlight for millennia. It had been so long since she'd seen home. She flew low, and soon was flying through the mist that rose from the trees, letting it dampen her fur and wings.

The cliffs rose ahead, just beyond the waterfall, and Harmony descended toward them. The cliffs snaked among the trees, like craggy walls carved by giants, bedecked with vines and pines and moss. They formed a hidden city of stone among the forest, secret and wonderful.

She landed upon a twisting wall of stone beneath a group of pines. The air still smelled fresh here, heavy with moss and leaves and earth, but Harmony could scent the armies of Nightmare approaching. Their hot stench carried upon the breeze, and she could hear their drums and horns in the distance.

She turned her head and gazed into the west, but could not see them yet. She could imagine their claws, red and spiked with poison; their fangs dripping saliva; their fur, dank and foul and thorny; their eyes, red and burning. Most vivid of all, Harmony could still see Eliven in her mind, the Queen of Nightmare burning, black wings spreading as if they could engulf all of Dream in their darkness.

A cloud of birds blocked the sun, and soon Starlight landed beside her in a flutter of feathers, a crowd of magpies, ravens, falcons, eagles, and many other birds covering the cliffs around them.

"They are close now," Harmony said.

Starlight nodded. "I have seen them. The other gods are gathering below the cliffs as we speak. Galgev stands upon the eastern wall, while Alandria and her faeries guard the streams. Maninav and her followers man the northern passageways, and Niv is approaching from the southern trails. And we, sister, have the sky for our battlefield."

Harmony shuddered. "Where is Yor?"

Her sister looked at her. "The Father Elk will emerge when the time is right."

Harmony looked upon the crowd of birds, and in the distance, she could glimpse Galgev's deer and wolves taking positions upon the cliffs. "Will it be enough?" she asked in a small voice.

Starlight lowered her head. The afternoon sun gilded her fur. "No. Not unless...." She sighed. "Not unless Cade can trap Phobetor soon. But we are running out of time."

Harmony laid her head upon her sister's shoulder. "Do you think Cade is still alive, Starlight?"

Starlight shut her eyes. "I don't know."

A great rustle came from the forest, and Harmony saw the distant boughs falling and shifting. Nightmare is here. Harmony shivered and resisted the urge to cling to her sister. I must be brave now, brave like Starlight. She drew her claws and gazed at them, reflecting. Sharp they were, and they had drawn blood in this war, these claws that for thousands of years had been used for scratching drawings and cracking pine nuts. Yor had created her as a pet to Niv, so many years ago, when the goddess was but a girl. He had granted her these claws so that she could protect Niv if need be. Who'd have thought she'd use them here, at the end of Dream?

The stench of putrid flesh and rotting fur hit her nostrils, and the squeal of beasts came from the trees below. And then it began.













Chapter Thirty-Two

Beast of Haunting









"Tasha," Cade whispered, peering through the ajar doorway of the mess hall. The monsters grunted and belched as they ate and drank, tossing bones and empty bottles over their shoulders. "The bottles the imps are drinking. They're tiny, the size of the enchanted bottle Windwhisper gave us. Look! That imp just tossed an empty one aside. There it rolls into the corner."

Tasha peered into the room. "What's your idea?"

"I'll explain later." He forced himself to smile. "But come, now let's get that bottle."

When Cade took a step forward, Tasha tapped on his helmet. "Wait, Cade. I'll go get the bottle. You wait here."

Cade stopped moving. "Are you sure? I'm in costume. Up till now, every monster here mistook me for one of them."

"Yes, you do indeed look like just another monster, in that fur and armor. And smell like one too, might I add. But what if they invite you to join their meal?" Tasha stared in disgust at the piles of rotting meat. "If you just walk in there, take an empty bottle, and leave, it'll arouse suspicion. I'm small. I'll go, they won't notice me."

Before Cade could object, Tasha scurried down to the floor and raced into the room. Cade caught his breath and watched. Tasha shot across the floor of the mess hall, jumping over discarded bones and rolling bottles. A gobbet of meat and fat, tossed aside by a monster, almost crushed her. Finally the mouse reached the tiny bottle, which the imp had tossed aside. She began to roll it back toward the doorway.

Good, Cade thought. With this bottle, maybe my plan can work, maybe I can--

"Hey, look!" cried a great shaggy monster.

Cade lost his breath.

In the mess hall, towering and foul, stood the Crunge.

Cade felt the blood leave his face.

The Crunge. Our beast of haunting. It lives.

The monster's girth belied his speed. A mountain of dank brown fur and claws, it leapt forward and caught Tasha in its paws.

Cade felt his heart shatter. He did not think he had ever felt such fear.

Before he could think, Cade barged into the room. "Hey you!" he cried from the confines of his iron helmet. "That's my supper you got there. Give me back my mouse."

The Crunge examined Cade with three red eyes. "Your supper?" It growled, showing fangs the size of steak knives. "Where'd you find it?"

Cade took a step forward. The Incubus towered over him. "None of your business. Hand it back."

The Crunge howled and tossed aside a stool with its great arm, an arm the size of a log. Eight feet tall, the beast was wide as a car. The mess hall fell silent, all the monsters staring. How could it still be alive? Cade's head spun. We saw it fall into the canyon, we saw it....

"I like mice," said the Crunge, licking its chops. "I will eat this one."

The Crunge tilted its head back and held Tasha, by the tail, over its mouth.

No!

Cade leapt forward and shoved the Crunge with all his strength.

The Incubus fell back a pace. Still holding Tasha, it stared at Cade in silent fury. All the other monsters in the mess, from the smallest imp to the greatest slug, scurried away and cowered behind tables and stools.

"I think, now, I will eat you too," said the Crunge and swung its fist at Cade.

The blow hit him across the chest. Cade flew through the air. He hit the wall with a thud, pain exploding, and slid to the floor. The small bottle was there. He grabbed it, shoved it into his pocket, and rose to his feet. His head spun.

"I said," he repeated, wincing with pain, "give me back my mouse."

The Crunge spat. "Who are you, that you come here, in armor, and beg me to kill you? Show yourself." The Crunge grabbed Cade's helmet and began twisting it off. Cade struggled, but he was too weak, and soon his helmet was gone.

The monsters all stared in shock, eyes wide.

Cade stood before them, his face revealed.

The Crunge grabbed Cade, pinning his arms to his sides. "Cade!" it cried. "You've come to me again!"

* * * * *

His hands were strong. White, long hands they were, with perfect nails--no, not nails but claws, small and sharp and cruel. With those strong hands, he had bound her chain to his throne. With those strong hands, he now patted her head, running long white fingers through her cascading golden feathers.

Upon the stone floor of Phobetor's chamber Princess Moonmist knelt, her collar bound to his throne. Here, after all my battles, do I end. A trophy to Phobetor. The fingers caressed her, gentle, yet the claws traced along her skull with just the hint of menace.

"We missed you in you Dream," she said, not bothering to look up, just staring ahead from the base of his throne. The floor was cold against her legs. "When I slew Loor, slicing off his head with the Dawnstone, I wondered where you were. When I fought Eliven upon the steeple of my city, I could not see you commanding an army. Where was the mighty Phobetor, when battles raged, and--"

The fingers lowered to her lips, and she winced, expecting a blow... but he only placed one finger against her lips, to hush her. She heard him laugh softly.

"Dearest princess. You thought I would hit you? No, sweetness. That is what my moles are for. I do not wish to harm you, only to grant you clemency." He paused. "Look at me." He placed his fingers under her chin and raised her head. She looked up into his yellow eyes. As he gazed down at her from his throne, a smile played across his lips.

"I am looking," she said, "but I see only a coward, not a mighty king."

He laughed then. As he laughed, flecks of gold flickered in his eyes like comets. "I like you, Moonmist. I really do, that's why I didn't kill you. To kill Loor, a god, a prince of Nightmare! Oh, I was impressed when I heard the news, sweetness. And then, to challenge my dear wife... an even braver feat. Some would call it merely stupid, but I recognize valor when I see it. Why did I not march to battle, my dear? For the same reason that your King Ælor, whom you call Yor, did not. Because we are both wise commanders."

"What do you want of me?" she whispered.

He ran his fingers across her cheek. "Do you not know, dear princess?"

She looked away from him. Globes, crystal balls, and mirrors filled his hall, and within them all played scenes from Dream. In some, Moonmist saw the ruins of the Begemmed City, the surviving Elorians forced to worship Phobetor in iron temples. In others, she saw the ruined forests and fields of Dream, burned and nightmarish, swarming with monsters. In a few mirrors, she could see a final patch of green--Hidden Valley Ridge--where forces of Dream were battling an army of monsters. All of Dream lay before her.

"Yes, girl," Phobetor whispered, still caressing her. "The mighty king commands his armies from here. Cowardly, you say? Oh, perhaps compared to your valor, yes! But I never claimed to match your great courage. Do you know what happens to the overly brave?" He laughed softly again. "They end up chained to a throne."

"You see much," Moonmist said, "but you do not see all."

He pulled her head down to his lap. She resisted, but he held her head down. "Do I not? Do you refer to your friend Cade? The mighty slayer of my Incubi?" He sighed. "I have seen him too, my sweetness. Oh, he has been cunning, no doubt, and has oft slipped from my sight. He has eluded my gaze many times, I will give him that."

Fear, icy and horrible, filled Moonmist's stomach and flowed to her toes and fingertips. She shut her eyes. No... he knew of Cade. Now all hope was truly gone. She felt a tear flee her eyelid and fall upon Phobetor's lap.

Phobetor let out a sad sigh. He patted her head. "You grieve for him. But know this, sweetness. My wife did offer him to join us. He turned us down, and so now he must die. Look, sweetness. Look into this mirror."

She opened her eyes. Phobetor held a handheld mirror before her, and Moonmist winced. A cry fled her lips. In the mirror, she could see Cade in a cage, bloody and beaten, monsters surrounding him.

"You lie," she whispered.

Phobetor placed the mirror aside. "You know I do not, sweetness. He made the mistake of not joining me. For that he will die in flame and suffering. But you, my dear, need not suffer the same fate. You are too precious and fair to die in fire."

"So that is what you want? Me to join you?"

He smiled down upon her. "Not exactly, my sweetness. More accurately, I want you to join Eliven. I want you to be my second wife."

* * * * *

Harmony flew as through a tempest, plummeting down, then shooting up, swirling, spinning. Around her flew the air force of Dream, crashing between clouds of winged demons. Windwhisper flew above her, commanding the hawks, falcons, eagles, and other birds of prey. Starlight, her fur black as night, led swarms of ravens, owls, and magpies. The skies above Hidden Valley Ridge whirled.

"The white pegacat!" hissed a winged demon, large as a wolf, fixing Harmony with its red gaze. Fangs and claws drawn, it flapped toward her. Harmony stared back, waited until it was close, then ducked down and flipped backwards, bringing her claws up. As the demon swooped over her, she opened its belly with her claws. Maggots fell from its wound, and Harmony shook them off in disgust.

More demons dived toward her from above. A swarm of Starlight's magpies shot upwards, crashing against them. Blood and feathers filled the sky. Harmony flew left and right, up and down, clawing and biting. More demons kept filling the skies, blocking the sun. She could not see the end of them, and the birds were falling as rain. 

She glanced below, to Hidden Valley Ridge. The monsters of Nightmare were chopping down the trees, and Harmony could see the battle through the collapsing canopy. Monsters swarmed forward, tearing apart the beings of Dream.

Galgev stood upon the eastern cliffs, under the pines, leading deer and wolves and bears. Giant cockroaches and centipedes, the size of horses, were swarming over the cliffs, tearing the animals down. The bodies of wolves and deer were tossed aside, while centipedes were covering the bears, eating them into nothing.

Harmony winced. Phobetor is going to kill his own father.

Harmony could also spot Maninav, Galgev's wife, the forest goddess from the Tropical Canopy. The mother of Loor stood in the north, guarding the paths into Hidden Valley Ridge. She led many animals of the jungle: tigers and pumas and apes. Yet towering orange ogres, their faces bloated and full of hate, were tossing boulders and spears the size of trees. 

Niv, princess of Dream, stood in the southern paths, her Dreamblade drawn. Elorians who had escaped the Begemmed City stood behind her, clad in armor, their swords glimmering. But as Harmony watched, they too were being beaten down by slimy balls of fat which dragged themselves forward, covered with eyeballs and fangs.

Alandria, the sylvan Queen of Dream, led clouds of faeries over the streams that trickled around the cliffs. Turgid serpents and rotten octopi were emerging from the water, swallowing faeries, turning the streams black with their decay.

Harmony looked toward Yor's Cliff, the Birthstone, the center of his power. It still stood, but Nightmare was encroaching from all sides. Should the Birthstone fall....

"Starlight!" she cried. "I'm flying down. They need me."

Her sister, leading a flock of magpies against a cloud of winged imps, nodded. Harmony tucked her wings close together and dived down. She landed by Galgev upon the cliffs, just beneath the Birthstone. The skies above swirled with the aerial battle, hiding the sun.

"Galgev!" she cried. Centipedes and cockroaches and slugs, each one several times her size, were swarming up the cliff sides. Galgev's wolves and bears bit and clawed, but they were falling fast. Galgev himself stood swinging his Dreamblade, a green crystal named the Treelife, hacking down the nightmares.

"Harmony," he said to her, but did not remove his eyes from the battle. "What can you see from the skies?"

"All fronts are falling!" Harmony cried. A centipede rose above her, its hundred legs twitching. Harmony leapt back as it slammed down, barely fleeing it. She scratched her claws, tearing into it, spurting yellow blood. It twitched and struggled, and Harmony flew up. She grabbed rocks from the cliff and dropped them, crushing the creature. Yet more were climbing.

"What do we do, Galgev?" she cried in anguish. He did not answer, and Harmony realized that there was no answer. From here upon the cliffs, she could see that the stream had been taken. The water monsters had eaten all the faeries, and were now dragging themselves across the forest floor, moving toward the cliffs. To the west, Niv's troops lay dead, and the balls of fat and mouths were tearing down trees as they advanced.

A beetle the size of a wolf, black and putrid, snapped its mandibles at her, and Harmony clawed, bit, and cried as she fought it. I'm going to die now, she realized. Not just me... all of us. All of Dream. The beetle knocked her down. She lay on the ground, and tried to rise, but a towering praying mantis pinned her down. The insects prepared to feast.

"Na ley ta, Eloria," Harmony whispered, eyes shut. "Gala ayende."

A great roar filled the air, deafening her, a roar that seemed to shake the cliffs. The insects were shoved off her, and air streamed over her. Harmony opened her eyes and cried with joy.

"The White Lioness!" Tears filled her eyes. "You have come to sound your roar!"

The White Lioness glowed as stars in the battle. She leapt across the cliffs, roaring, tossing the insects aside. She landed beside Harmony and gazed down upon her. Harmony struggled to her feet.

The White Lioness carried a twinkle in her eyes. "I had to come save a fellow cat."

Then, with a roar, the lioness leapt down the cliff, into the trees, into battle.

Harmony took a deep breath. Another cockroach scurried her way, and she flew up and pummeled it with rocks. Her spirits lifted. With the White Lioness here, surely there was hope. She was a mighty cat, and with her help, they could--

Fire roared in the valley, disrupting her thoughts. Flames shot up in a column, and a growl like thunder filled the world. Black lightning flashed, and great leathery wings flapped, sending rippling waves of bass. A darkness covered the land, and from flames, rose the demon Eliven, the Queen of Nightmare.

The demon's eyes burned, and flames shot from her fingertips. Like a dark shadow she stood within a column of fire, flapping her wings, and around her the forests burned. The forces of Dream fell dead under her gaze, burned with dark fire, and the clouds above turned black and rained ash.

Harmony winced. She could not help but cower against the cliff side. She had never felt such evil, such power.

"Kill them!" the Queen of Nightmare screeched, a screech so loud, Harmony screamed and covered her ears, and boulders crashed down the cliff. The Demon Queen held a jagged, spiked Dreamblade. From behind her emerged more demons, clad in chains, holding more Dreamblades--weapons to kill gods. Eliven's voice rose like the shriek of typhoons, deafening. "Kill all the gods of Dream."

The demons flowed across the valley, and Harmony watched in horror as animals and Elorians, all the forces of Dream, fell dead. The last trees were torn down, and the streams boiled away. Maninav and Alandria hurried up the cliff, and stood by Harmony and Galgev. Starlight and Windwhisper landed there too, and soon Niv joined them.

The last gods of Dream stood together upon the cliff. Endlessly around them spread the forces of Nightmare, millions of them, covering all of Dream.

Harmony hugged her sister.

"I love you, Starlight," she whispered.

"Na ley ta lom, Harmony," Starlight said as the forces of Nightmare began climbing the cliffs. Niv joined their embrace.

"Ayendey, dear pets," the princess whispered. Goodbye.

As they were preparing to die, a hush fell over the land.

A beam of light pierced the clouds, golden and sparkling.

Harmony raised her head. She gasped in awe. Above her, the Birthstone stood gilded in good light. As Harmony watched, a figure stepped out onto the Birthstone, gazing upon Dream.

Yor had emerged.













Chapter Thirty-Three

Prince and Princess of the Wilderness









In a towering cavern of stone, Cade sat slumped in a cage, dangling over a pit of lava. Surrounding the pit, monsters stood on ledges of stone, cheering as the cage swung on its chain.

Cade struggled to rise to his knees. He could not stand up; the cage was too small. His body ached from where the Crunge had struck him, and blood dripped down his forehead. The cage dangled and his head spun. The lava gurgled below, painfully hot. Sweat covered Cade, and he felt ready to burst into flames.

"See what happens!" the Crunge cried above, flexing long, clawed fingers. Elorian slaves surrounded the Incubus, gazing into the pit of lava. "See, slaves, what happens to those of Dream who resist us."

The monsters cheered from the stone ledges, waving their fists. The light from the lava painted them red. The slaves gazed silently.

Cade shook his head, trying to clear his thoughts. His mind was muzzy, and fear flowed thickly through his veins.

"Tash?" he whispered with cracked lips. He felt dried blood cover those lips. "Tash, are you all right?"

The mouse sat beside him. The cage was covered with chicken wire, thick enough to keep even the diminutive Tasha trapped inside. "Am I all right?" she asked. "Cade, we're about to be burned alive in a pit of lava. No, I am not all right!"

Standing above, the Crunge chanted a prayer in the tongue of Nightmare and thumped its chest. "A sacrifice to Phobetor!" it cried. "So shall happen to all who do not worship our Nightmare god."

With its dank hands, the Crunge grabbed a winch and began to spin it. The chain holding the cage moved. Cade and Tasha were being lowered into the pit.

Cade hammered against the cage walls, but could not move them. He rummaged through his pack and found the jeweled axe from Ral Badar. He swung it against the cage walls and tore open a hole.

"What are you doing, Cade?" Tasha shouted.

"Cutting a way out!"

"It's too late. Nowhere to escape to!"

Tasha was right. Holding the axe, sweat drenching him, Cade froze in horror. The cage was deep into the pit now, and the lava bubbled below. The winch kept turning, lowering the cage, as the monsters cheered.

I have to do something.

"Sons and daughters of Dream!" he shouted. "Hear me, people of the Begemmed City. I can defeat Phobetor! Help me, and I will free you!"

The monsters laughed, and the cage was lowered another foot, then another. The lava was so close now, Cade felt his skin turning red, and he shut his eyes in the terrible heat.

"Slaves of Phobetor!" he shouted. It hurt to speak. A bubble of lava burst below, and the droplets seared his skin. "I have the bottle! Free me, and I'll free you!"

The cage was lowered another foot, and the slaves above did not budge. Cade lowered his head. "Goodbye, Tasha," he whispered. The cage floor touched the lava, then began to melt. Cade clung to the ceiling of the cage and shut his eyes, ready to die.

* * * * *

"I will never be your bride!" Moonmist screamed, but Phobetor only smiled.

She lay chained to the floor, her arms and legs outstretched, candles burning around her. Monsters of Nightmare filled the chamber, singing, beating drums. Phobetor stood above her, chanting to their tune.

"In the name of Nightmare," he announced as the candles burned. "I make this girl my bride, to serve me forever, to become a demon of Kar."

"No!" Moonmist screamed, horror pulsing through her. She struggled madly against her bonds, but could not free herself. If Phobetor married her, his evil magic would infest her... she would become like Eliven, a demon of fire and nefariousness, cursed to serve her husband for eternity. "Cade will kill you, Phobetor!" she screamed.

He ignored her. "Here in the depths of Nightmare," he chanted. His voice rose to a shout above the din of singing monsters. "I make this princess my bride. Let the magic of Kar fill her, turn her to one of us."

The monsters howled and beat their drums, and Moonmist screamed, tugging the chains with all her might. "Cade, please!" she screamed.

Phobetor knelt by her and brought his fingers to her forehead. She screamed as his fingers burned her with cold fire. She trembled as she felt the evil flow through her, and flames burned in a halo around her brow.

"Soon," Phobetor whispered and leaned down to kiss her forehead. "Soon you will be my demon wife, sweetness."

She cried and shook her head. She saw her skin turn dark red. Claws sprouted from her fingers, and she felt wings grow from her back, leathery and wide. She shut her eyes as tears streamed down her cheeks. "No," she whimpered. "Please."

The monsters howled. "Hail Queen Moonmist, a demon of Nightmare! Hail the second queen."

"Cade!" Moonmist cried. "Cade, please!"

Phobetor caressed her cheek, and she felt his lips upon her neck. "Your friend is destroyed now, as is his bottle. And now... it is time to consummate the marriage."

As his claws ran over her, she prayed. 

* * * * *

Cade shut his eyes as the lava began to eat the cage floor. He clung to the top as the lava bubbled below. The monsters cheered.

Above their cheers, came a sudden clear voice.

"Cade! I will free you!"

It was a girl's voice, speaking with an Elorian accent. Cade looked up and his mouth dropped open. Candlelit! The girl from the subways has been captured too! As Cade watched, the Elorian girl slammed herself into the Crunge.

The Crunge howled in rage, then plummeted into the pit. Lava splashed as the Crunge screamed and burned into nothingness.

Candlelit spun the winch hurriedly, and Cade's cage began to rise from the pit.

"Watch out!" Cade cried.

Monsters were advancing toward her, outreaching their claws. Cade gasped. Candlelit leapt into the pit. She hit Cade's cage and swung on it. Her impact pulled the cage to the far side of the wall, away from the monsters. The cage hit a ledge beneath a gaping tunnel.

"Run, Cade!" she cried.

Cade slammed at the cage with the axe, tearing an opening. He and Tasha ran onto the ledge of stone. On the opposite ledge across the pit, the monsters were howling. The monsters pulled a lever, and a bridge fell across the pit, raising a cloud of dust.

"Into the tunnel!" Candlelit cried.

As the monsters leapt onto the bridge, racing toward Cade, he ran into the tunnel. Candlelit and Tasha ran beside him.

The tunnel was dark and craggy, and the monsters raced behind them, howling. They were coming closer.

"Quickly, Cade!" Tasha shouted.

Cade had never run so fast. The tunnel seemed endless. Arrows zoomed by them, clanging against the walls.

"Great," Tasha said.

Another volley of arrows flew. One scratched Cade's ear. He grunted in pain but did not stop running. Two arrows hit Candlelit, and he saw her fall.

"Candlelit!"

He knelt by her. He placed his arms under her, holding her head up. Blood poured from her. Suddenly an image flashed through Cade's mind, an image of the first time Tasha had tried to kill herself, blood pouring from her wrists, pooling on the floor as she gazed at him silently. It is for Tasha that I came here, Cade remembered. To save Dream, our place.

"Leave me," Candlelit whispered. "Go now. For Dream."

"I won't leave you," Cade said. The monsters were only feet away. He could see their burning eyes and sharp claws. He lifted Candlelit, slung her over his back, and kept running.

"Which way to Phobetor?" he called over the howling monsters.

"Turn left ahead!" Candlelit said. "We're almost at his chamber."

Cade ran left, the monsters following, blood roaring in his ears. The tunnel rose steeply, as if leading into the sky, zigzagging like a bolt of lightning. It seemed forever before Cade burst into a hallway of gold and jewels. He saw before him gilded doors set with rubies.

"Is this the place?" he asked urgently. The monsters still roared behind. "Candlelit, is this his chamber?"

But Candlelit would not answer, and when Cade placed her down, he lowered his head.

She was dead.

* * * * *

A beam of light fell upon the Birthstone. Out onto the jutting ledge of rock, overlooking Hidden Valley Ridge, stepped Yor, King of Dream.

The elk's step was silent, graceful, yet his commanding nobility overcame Harmony. So noble he seemed, that even in the battle, she knelt before him. The light glistened on his fur and antlers. Harmony had rarely seen the great stag before, and she had never seen him like now. He truly is the greatest god.

Starlight knelt too, Harmony saw. The entire battle seemed to die, as all the gods of Dream knelt before their king. Even some of the monsters of Nightmare, overcome or perhaps terrified, bent the knee and bowed before the might and wisdom of Yor.

"Twig Eater," Harmony whispered, tears in her eyes.

In the silence, as Yor overlooked the battle from above, Eliven unfurled her wings and rose from the valley, a figure of fire. Her hands rose, and her voice screeched like storms, and those monsters that knelt burst into flame. She raised her Dreamblade.

"Kill them all," her voice came from the fire. "But leave the elk for me."

As Eliven and her army rushed forth, Dream and Nightmare finally saw the might of Yor. The Father Elk glowed like the sun, leaping between the cliffs, a figure of brilliance. He banged his antlers into demons, tossing them aside like rag dolls.

Vigor filled Harmony. "For Yor!" she shouted and leapt into the battle, scratching and biting.

"For Yor!" the other gods repeated and rejoined the fray.

There was no hope for victory, Harmony knew. Not in this sea of Nightmare. Not with the rest of Dream fallen. But we will put on a final stand, and go down fighting, and that gave comfort to Harmony. She would die fighting by the Father Elk, by her sister and friends. Tears filled her eyes as she fought, for she thought of dreamers on earth, and how Phobetor would drive them to madness and death. And she thought of Dream, the home she loved, soon to be but a memory.

She fought as Eliven's forces divided them. She fought as demons sliced into Galgev with Dreamblades, and he lay bleeding, dying. She fought as the forces of Nightmare swarmed over Queen Alandria and her daughter, Niv, knocking them down, raining blows upon them. She fought as the monsters set fire to Maninav, the goddess of flowers, and she fought as arrows pierced Starlight, plucking her from the sky.

She fought as they lost their final battle.

Thus Hidden Valley Ridge falls.

Creatures of many maws and eyes grabbed her with hairy fists. They squeezed her, and she cried in pain, and she felt their claws dig into her flesh. Held in their grip, she saw Yor upon the cliffs, cornered by demons.

The Elk King, the slayer of many monsters, stood still. Queen Eliven approached him, her Dreamblade drawn and crackling with black flame.

"Now," said the demon queen, "does King Ælor fall, and Dream becomes Nightmare."

She raised the blade above him.

* * * * *

Phobetor lowered himself above Moonmist, and his claws ran along her cheeks, and fire filled his eyes. His white skin reflected the candlelight, and the monsters howled around them, banging drums.

"Now we become one," he whispered to her, his lips icy against her ear.

Her tears flowed down her cheeks, and she felt the demon force flow through her veins, the evil filling her, struggling against her will, banishing the old Moonmist to make her soul monstrous. Her claws scratched against the stone floor, digging into it, while her wings flapped weakly beneath her back.

"My... my husband...." The words slipped past her lips, her voice deep, demonic. No! her own voice cried deep within her. Resist it! Resist his magic. You will not become a demon! Yet her own voice was drowning.

He smiled. "It is me, my wife, my beloved." They flowed together in a kiss.

Suddenly a hush fell over the monsters. Their drumbeat stilled and their cheering died, and Moonmist heard them gasp. Phobetor froze, then turned his head, and he whispered, "You!"

Chained to the floor, Moonmist raised her head and gasped. Tears filled her eyes and a great sob escaped her lips.

Cade.

Cade stood at the doorway.

"Cade!" she cried and shed tears. "Cade, Cade!"

His eyes met hers, and she saw shock fill them. "Moonmist," he whispered. Ash and blood covered him. He wore a ragged cloak. He looked thin, haggard, yet Moonmist saw strength in him too.

Phobetor rose to his feet. He stood over Moonmist, staring at Cade. For a moment, she thought he'd explode in rage, but only a small smile crept to his lips.

"Well played," he whispered, nodding slowly. "Well played indeed, mortal."

Cade raised his hand. He held a small bottle there. His eyes were cold.

"It's over, Phobetor," he said. "Your reign ends now."

Phobetor drew his Dreamblade, a towering thing of jagged spikes. It screamed and shone with black light, sucking in the air around it. He laughed.

"The bottle Ælor made? The one that could trap me?" He laughed again. "Ælor, the all powerful! He--and you--forgot one thing. For the bottle to work, it must touch me. How do you expect to do that? Do you expect to live if you take another step?"

Cade raised the bottle. His stare did not leave Phobetor. "I will toss it at you."

Phobetor suddenly changed. A hundred insect legs sprouted from his back, and his mouth grew long, filled with fangs. His eyes became red slits dripping lava. He rose ten feet tall, and three tails flapped behind him, covered with thorns. Wings stretched from his back, churning the air.

"You are too late!" rumbled the God of Nightmare, his voice shaking the palace. The monsters cowered and ran. "Dream has fallen. Your bottle is useless now."

Cade stood before the fury of Phobetor, the wind blowing his hair back, flapping his clothes.

"No," he called above the sound and the fury. "They still stand. For a breath longer."

Moonmist glanced into the mirrors of Phobetor, and she whimpered. Yor stood before Eliven, as the demon held her Dreamblade above him. A breath longer, that is all.

Phobetor raised his blade. His laughter was thunder, rumbling across the land, so loud that even in Dream, Eliven and Yor turned their heads toward the west. They heard it too.

"You think you can toss the bottle and hit me?" Phobetor said, his voice like a thousand demons chanting together. "Toss it then! I will cleave your bottle with my Dreamblade. And then, Cade... then I will be the Lord of Dream and Nightmare, and torture the dreams of sleepers. Especially your sister, Cade." The mouth of fangs opened in a smile, dripping. "I will torture her the most."

In the sudden silence that fell, Cade shook his head.

"You won't have a chance."

He tossed the bottle at Phobetor.

Moonmist gasped.

Phobetor swung his Dreamblade. He sliced the bottle. It crashed against the floor and shattered into a thousand pieces.

"NO!!!" Moonmist screamed.

Phobetor laughed. He came stepping toward Cade on a hundred insect legs, his tails swinging, his hundred claws raised. "All your quest in vain," boomed the God of Nightmare. The monsters howled and cheered.

Phobetor loomed over Cade. The fallen god raised his blade. Fires burned around them.

"Now," said the God of Nightmare, "you die."

Tasha popped out of Cade's collar. The mouse stared at Phobetor. "Not so fast."

Tasha leapt forward, holding another bottle.

Moonmist gasped and cried. The real bottle! Of course!

Tasha landed with the bottle on Phobetor's face. As Phobetor stood shocked, the mouse brought the bottle down onto the Lord of Nightmare.

For a moment there was silence.

Moonmist stared.

Everything seemed frozen. Phobetor did not move, nor did Cade, and the monsters all stared, paralyzed.

Then, so weak Moonmist was not sure it was real or imaginary, she heard a whistle like a kettle. The whistle grew to a buzz, and the bottle began to glow.

"No," Phobetor whispered. "No, it can't be."

The bottle trembled, and Tasha held on tight. Phobetor clawed at it, and Tasha leapt aside, but the bottle would not come free.

"NO!" cried Phobetor, his face twisted in anguish, clawing at the bottle. "Moonmist!" he said, turning toward her. He looked like a man again, just a pale man, his eyes pleading, desperate. "Moonmist, my wife, please help me!"

Moonmist stared, eyes wide, unable to speak. Phobetor fell to his knees as the bottle sucked in his cheek, then his nose, then his entire face. The monsters writhed and screamed, falling to the ground, melting into pools of hair and ooze. Soon Phobetor's head was gone into the bottle, and his scream reverberated in the chamber, shaking it. The ceiling cracked and boulders fell.

"CADE!" came his final scream, and then his body was sucked into the bottle, and Phobetor, the God of Nightmare, was imprisoned.

The bottle lay on the floor, still, and its glow faded.

Silence filled the chamber.

Tasha stepped toward the bottle and sealed it. She wiped her paws against each other with satisfaction.

"Well," she said, "that showed him."













Chapter Thirty-Four

Going Home









Harmony laughed, and cried, and could not stop laughing as her tears fell.

The monsters holding her crumbled into ash. All around her, the forces of Nightmare were screaming, melting, burning away. Queen Eliven shrieked, engulfed with flames that burned her, consuming her into nothingness until she disappeared. All of Nightmare crumbled.

"Cade!" Harmony cried through her tears. "Cade and Tasha did it!"

"Cade and Tasha!" Starlight echoed her cry, the wounds of Nightmare washed away from her flesh. "Cade and Tasha saved us!"

As the monsters crumbled into nothing but ash, blowing away in the wind, the pegacats crashed against each other in an embrace. Laughing and crying, they flew in circles and crashed against Yor, so strong they knocked the great elk to the ground.

For a moment, Harmony feared Yor would be mad, and she winced. But the great elk only laughed, a soft deep laughter like rain in the forest, and Harmony was filled with more love than she had ever known, love that overflowed her and brought fresh tears to her eyes. She and Harmony jumped over King Yor, kissing him, laughing with him.

The other gods joined their embrace. Princess Niv, of Butterfly Valley, the Half-Elk, her head alight with a halo of fireflies. Galgev, of the Enchanted Garden, the forest god with the head of a fox. Maninav, Galgev's wife from the Tropical Canopy, a goddess woven of flowers and leaves. Windwhisper, the hawk, the Eyes of Eloria. Queen Alandria, the sylvan from Caterpillar Meadow.

The gods of Dream laughed together, embraced.

"Cade saved us," Harmony said to Yor.

He nodded, and Harmony smiled and nuzzled against him. "I always knew he would," she said.

She became still and silent when she saw the White Lioness approach. The great cat padded forward silently and stood before the gods of Dream. Harmony stared at the White Lioness in wonder, for she bore a beauty of far off lands and mysterious things.

Yor rose to his feet. He bowed his head to her. Thank you, his eyes said.

The White Lioness nodded. She let her eyes lay upon the gods, then swished her tail. "My boulder and trees await me," she said. She leapt onto the cliffs, then disappeared into the trees.

"Goodbye," Harmony whispered, and wondered if she'd ever see the lioness again. Then Starlight leapt onto her again, and the pegacats rolled around in the grass, laughing as Dream began to bloom.

* * * * *

As Phobetor's chamber crumbled around them, its columns and walls collapsing, Cade knelt by Moonmist. She gazed up at him, eyes hazy. He held her.

"Moonmist," he whispered, eyes moist. Phobetor's magic had turned her into a demon of claws, dark red skin, and wings. A boulder fell from the ceiling, missing them by a foot. After all this... I can't lose Moonmist, or everything is lost to me.

"Cade," Moonmist whispered, "he... he made me his demon bride."

"No," Tasha said, clinging to the bottle. "He never consummated it."

Cade looked down at Moonmist. Her lips were full and deep red, her chest rose and fell, and tears filled her eyes. She was as beautiful as ever to him, even as her hair crackled with flame and leathery wings feebly moved beneath her, even if evil now filled her. You will always be beautiful and good to me. I love you, Moonmist.

He closed his eyes, leaned over the princess, and kissed her lips. She gasped. Her left arm broke free from its chains, and her claws dug into his back. Cade winced with pain, feeling his blood trickle, but he would not let go. She struggled against him, hissing, hair crackling. He slid his hands beneath the small of her back, holding her against him, refusing to release her, kissing her even as her fangs bit his lip. She groaned and hissed, locked in his kiss, her claws scratching down his back. I won't let you go.

Then suddenly her hands were in his hair, her fingers soft, no claws growing from them. She kissed him back with soft lips, and her body relaxed, melting into his embrace. She trembled, and Cade leaned back to see the evil leaving her. Her skin turned pink again, her claws and wings vanished, and her chains turned to rust.

Cade breathed out shakily. "Moonmist." His voice was like a sob, and tears filled his eyes.

"Now let's get out of here!" Tasha cried as the ceiling rained stones.

Cade grabbed the bottle, and they ran from the chamber as it collapsed into heaps of rock and dust. Everything was crumbling, dust raining as they ran. They shot out into the plains just before the entire palace caved in.

Dust covered everything, painting them black and gray. Cade turned to stare at the collapsed heap.

"I feel like I just woke up from a nightmare," he said.

Tasha sat on his shoulder. "In a way, Cade, you did."

The earth suddenly shook wildly and cracks ran along the ground. The sky seemed to tremble and the horizons burned.

"All of Nightmare is collapsing!" Moonmist cried.

The earth shook so wildly, they fell to their knees. Boulders jutted from the earth and caverns collapsed into the ground.

"All this," Tasha said, "to finally die...."

"Die, lady mouse?" cried a deep voice from behind them. "I think not!"

They turned to look.

"Eclipse!" Cade cried. The horse from the Begemmed City looked back at him, the wind blowing his mane.

"Climb onto my back," said the horse, "and I will run!"

Moonmist and Cade on his back, Eclipse galloped across the dying lands of Nightmare. Cade wrapped his arms around Moonmist, who sat before him. Tasha sat on his shoulder.

"You found a way around the wall!" Tasha said. "Didn't you, Eclipse?"

"Indeed I did, my lady. Indeed I did. I told you I would catch up."

As Eclipse galloped, Cade shut his eyes. "We did it, Sunflower," he whispered to his sister. Dream was safe. Our place, where everything is good. "It's all over now."

Tasha smiled and leaned against his cheek. "Did you ever doubt it, Talon? We are, after all, prince and princess of the wilderness." She said nothing more, and when Cade looked, he saw that she was crying.

Eclipse never tired, galloping as the fires, black boulders, and red clay of Nightmare faded away, and grass came to grow upon the earth, and trees bloomed, and the dark clouds dispersed to reveal blue skies. Around them, the slaves of Nightmare were traveling back to Dream, and the cursed animals, corrupted by Loor, shook off their evil.

"We go to Hidden Valley Ridge," said Eclipse as they galloped out of Nightmare.

All of Dream bloomed around them. In Fox Fort, grass and flowers grew again, and foxes ran across the ground. A million sunflowers grew in Sunflower Corner, and dandelions swayed upon Dandelion Hill by the mulberry tree. Butterflies fluttered between bluebells and goldenrods in Butterfly Valley, where Niv sang upon a boulder rising from clover and lamb's-ears. Caterpillars crawled over trilliums and bindweed in Caterpillar Corner, plump and parti-colored, as Queen Alandria smiled upon them. Giraffes ran along the grassy swards above Beluga Beach, while whales filled the water, trumpeting as Cade rode by. In the Begemmed City, Elorians lined the walls, cheering, waving banners of blue and gold. Little Star, from inside the whale, stood waving upon the city walls. Parrots and waterfalls sang in Tropical Canopy, where Maninav wove her flowers. Galgev's Enchanted Garden bloomed, full of basins of flowers, statues bedecked with ivy, and old stone fountains. Pines shaded the Enchanted Waterfall, where mist rose, and the pegacats lived in their cave, hidden behind a curtain of seashells.

Cade smiled sadly. "I wish Tam, and Cloverfoot, and all the others who died could have lived to see this."

"Maybe they do see," Tasha said. "Maybe they do."

That night, as they camped in a field of raspberries, Cade and Moonmist walked alone, holding hands. Leaving Tasha and Eclipse behind (the two were busy arguing about what was tastier, oats or cheese), they gazed at the night sky. A million stars glowed there, the constellations of Dream, as comets flew.

"The sky is so beautiful now," Moonmist whispered. "And look! The lightdragons."

Cade smiled as the beings of gentle light appeared in the night sky, gliding, flowing, singing the Dreamsong. New words they sang, the story of Cade and Moonmist and the liberation of Dream.

Cade reached into his pack. He pulled out the star from Beluga Beach, which the fishermen had drawn from the sparkling sea. Moonmist gasped when she saw it.

"A star," she breathed. "Where did you find it?"

"It glistened on the water, and a pair of gnomes caught it for me. I never knew what to do with it. Every other gift I've received here helped me somehow. But now, Moonmist, I know what this star is for."

As she watched with wide eyes, smiling, Cade tossed the star into the sky. It flew past the lightdragons and settled, bluish-silver, in the sky and winked down upon them.

"I give this star to you," he told Moonmist, taking her hands. "Let its glow forever light Dream's nights."

From the camp, came the raised voice of Tasha. "And I tell you, Golden Delicious are better!"

Eclipse roared. "No, the best apples are Granny Smiths!"

* * * * *

In the crisp morning, a mist hovering between the pines, Cade and Moonmist walked upon a pebbly path between cliffs of chalk bedecked with ivy. Princess Moonmist wore a gown of blue cotton, and a wreath of jasmines bloomed atop her head. A string of sapphires lay upon her throat, and her mane of golden feathers shone in the dawn. Cade, dressed in his woodsman clothes, his diamond shield shining, took her hand. She looked at him and smiled. Tasha sat on the princess's shoulder, dressed in a diminutive vest of blue and gold Moonmist had sewn her.

"I've never been to Hidden Valley Ridge," the princess said softly, watching a flock of sparrows fly across the sky. Cade thought he could see Windwhisper flying at their lead.

"Nor have I," he said. "I'm glad I have a chance to see it before going home."

He took a deep breath. The air smelled of earth, clear water, trees. In the distance, he could hear the Enchanted Waterfall where the pegacats lived. An overwhelming sadness filled him, a sadness greater than he had ever felt, and for the first time in his quest, Cade felt a certain helplessness overcome him. I'll miss Dream, he thought. I've seen such pain and horror here, but beauty too, and found good friends.

He lowered his head. The time to go home had come, but did he dare leave Dream? What remains at home for me? Home had been a place of painful memories, of sadness, a place where they survived the days until at nights they could visit Dream. Is there a place for me there?

Cade looked at his sister. She smiled. He had never seen her so happy, and he realized: Yes, that is our home, for good or bad. He lowered his head. We came here to save Dream, but I think... I think we actually came here to save our home. To save ourselves.

He looked up to the sky, where Windwhisper flew, and he felt tears at the corners of his eyes. Is that why you chose us, friend? Did you know all along?

He looked at his sister, and she looked back at him, black eyes large and moist. She was thinking the same thing. He could tell, the way he could always tell what she was thinking. He smiled at her, and she smiled back. Maybe we don't need Talon and Sunflower anymore. Maybe now we can just be Cade and Tasha.

He turned to look at Moonmist, who walked beside him, her feathers strewn with flowers, her jewels alight. But I'm not returning empty handed.


Moonmist lowered her eyes. "Do you think I will like Earth, Cade? You've told me much about it, but I can't imagine what it's like."

He stared forward, at the snaking path shaded by pines that grew from the cliffs. In the distance, veiled with mist, he could see deer and wolves walk toward the Ridge.

"If you chose to stay here," he said softly, "I'd understand."

She shook her head. "The Begemmed City is beautiful again, but Cade...." She looked at him, her eyes large and moist. "It still holds pain for me. It is no longer my home. I can't forget what happened there." She lowered her eyes. "I come with you."

He kissed her cheek. "We'll always have our dreams."

When they stepped into Hidden Valley Ridge, the others were already there, standing upon the cliffs beneath the Birthstone. Galgev and Maninav stood beneath a pine, holding hands. Princess Niv stood by them, the pegacats at her sides, Windwhisper upon her shoulder. Cade, Moonmist, and Tasha joined them silently. Niv smiled at them, and they all raised their eyes toward the Birthstone. Below in the valley, the pines shading them, the animals of Dream gazed up.

As Cade watched, King Yor, the Father Elk, stepped onto the Birthstone, and with him walked his wife, Queen Alandria the sylvan. Dream bowed to them.

"Rise, my friends," said Yor, his voice deep, smooth, a voice of the forest. "In the beauty of Dream, we gather to share joy, the depths of the forests and the endless rolling plains, the clear skies and blue waters. Eloria remembers, too, the fallen, those we mourn." He looked across the valley, and Cade saw that seven tombstones had appeared upon a cliff there, shaded by pines.

Queen Alandria spoke, her head aglow with a halo of fireflies. "One stone remembers Tam, our grandson, the son of Niv and the Enchanted Waterfall. Another stone remembers Loor, our lost child. A third stone we have raised for the Hippo King. A fourth for Cloverfoot the fox. A fifth for Candlelit. A sixth for the King and Queen of the Begemmed City. A seventh stone remembers the unknown fallen, the souls who fought and fell for Eloria. Seven stones forever in memory."

The King and Queen of Dream lowered their heads and shut their eyes, as did everyone below, and they stood in silence.

Finally Yor spoke again. "Come forth, Cade and Tasha of Earth. And come stand with them, Princess Moonmist of the Begemmed City."

Holding hands, Cade and Moonmist made their way up a pebbly path, under sunbeams, toward the Birthstone. Tasha rode on Moonmist's shoulder. The holiness and antiquity filled Cade as he walked onto the heart of Dream and stood before Yor and Alandria.

The great stag, his antlers wide and strong, smiled upon Cade and his sister.

"Tasha, our heroine," Yor said, a twinkle in his eyes. "You sneaked into dream in disguise, without us knowing, but we are blessed that you did. Without you, Dream would have fallen." The great elk gently kissed the mouse. "Take your wooden ring, with the laceleaf magic, back to Earth. Let it be a gift to you from Dream. It will watch over you during your days, and bring you peace and comfort. Wear it as a medallion, Sunflower, and we will be with you. Remember that, our beloved child. We will be with you always, even in your darkest hours."

Tasha sniffed, clutching the ring, her tears falling. She nodded silently, unable to speak. 

The Father Elk then turned to look at Cade, his smile soft. "Cade, savior of Dream, our great hero. I have thought long of what gift to grant you. A sprig from our earth? A flower from our gardens? A gem from our caves?" The Father Elk looked upon Princess Moonmist, then back at Cade, and his eyes twinkled. "Then I found our greatest, most beautiful treasure. The princess Moonmist will return with you to your world, and she is more precious than any gift. Forever in Dream shall you be known and welcomed, forever shall Cade and Moonmist be loved."

Below in the valley, all the beings and gods of Dream cheered before Cade, Tasha, and Moonmist. Cade stood, looking down upon Dream. He could see the waterfall in the distance, raising a cloud of mist. Beyond rolled the endless forests and plains. He thought of all he had done here, the horrors he had seen, and the wonders. The horrors of Nightmare would forever haunt him, but so would this beauty.

"Goodbye, Dream," he whispered. "Goodbye, Starlight and Harmony. Ayendey, Eloria. Na ley ta."

He turned to Moonmist, took her hands in his, and smiled at her. Queen Alandria placed her hands on their shoulders.

"Are you ready?" the goddess whispered.

Before Cade could speak, a cry came from below.

"No! Wait! Not yet!"

With a flutter of butterfly wings, Harmony flew off the cliff, toward the Birthstone, and crashed into Cade with a hug. She wept against his shirt.

"Don't leave, Cade and Tasha!" she sobbed. "Not before I hug you."

Tasha on his shoulder, Cade held Harmony and kissed her head. "Of course not, Harmony."

"Hey, don't forget me too!" came a second cry, and Starlight flew and crashed into him with another embrace. Tears filled her eyes. Cade kissed her soft, black fur covered with sparkles like stars.

"Starlight," he said through his smile, and he felt tears fill his eyes.

"Na ley ta, Cade and Tasha," Harmony whispered, and Starlight repeated the words. "I love you. We'll miss you."

"Na ley ta lom, Harmony and Starlight." When the pegacats landed on the ground, he knelt before them. They looked up at him with huge, devastated, tearful eyes. He smiled. "I'll be seeing you in my dreams."

He stood up and took Moonmist's hands again. Alandria smiled a smile of such warmth and love, that Cade felt joy overflowing him. She raised her hands above them, and golden powder sparkled, filling his eyes, until all the world became glistening gold.

"Farewell, Cade and Tasha, prince and princess of the wilderness," came the queen's voice. "Ayendey."

* * * * *

Tasha lay on her bed, looking up at the stars she had glued on the ceiling, as if she were still a girl, as if stars could have lit her nights. She thought back to the day. Her day. The day she had fled so many times, running into Dream.

From outside came the sounds of the city, distant cars, a dog barking, white noise rolling between skyscrapers and concrete canyons. Tasha looked at her wrists, the scars she bore there, like the scars of war on her brother. So many times she had wished to die, prayed to die, cut herself to die. So many times she had lain here in this bed, the despair claiming her, twisting her into a weeping ball.

Is this my life now, again? she thought, gazing up at those stars. Will that pain reclaim me now?

She opened her palm. The wooden ring lay there, the ring blessed with laceleaf magic, the ring which cured Cloverfoot. A ring to cure all hurt. Tasha remembered Yor's words. We will be with you. Remember that, our beloved child. We will be with you always, even in your darkest hours.

Tasha stood up and looked at her bedroom mirror. Her hair was long, black, tousled. Her eyes were tired, haunted. Human again. Just a girl again. Tasha took a deep breath. The road would be a long one, she knew, with many ups and downs, but the hard part was behind her.

I journeyed into the heart of Nightmare and survived. I trapped the God of Nightmare himself in a bottle. I overcame more demons than anyone, aside from Cade, would ever know--the demons of Nightmare, the demons of my own soul. I can do this. She tightened her lips, tears just stinging at the corners of her eyes, and clutched the ring in her palm.

I can do this.

* * * * *

Cade woke up slowly, sunlight upon him. He rolled onto his back and opened his eyes. The morning light fell in beams from his blinds, glistening like faery powder over his statuettes of sea turtles. He looked at his clock radio. 8:15 in the morning. Cade blinked, stretched in his bed, and rubbed his eyes.

"Man, what a dream."

A mumble came from beside him, and Cade turned his head to see a girl sleeping in his bed, golden feathers growing from her head instead of hair.

"It wasn't a dream, was it?" Cade whispered.

Moonmist shifted beside him. She opened her eyes and looked up in wonder, the sunlight upon her face, sparkling in her eyes.

"Is this the world?" she whispered.

Cade nodded. "This is my home." He smiled and sighed. "We're back."

He led Moonmist out of his room, into the kitchen to find breakfast. She stood at the window, gasping at the city ahead, the skyscrapers spreading into the distance. "Beautiful," she whispered, and Cade was surprised to find himself agreeing. He had never thought this place beautiful, only gray and sad, but as he looked upon the city now, and at Moonnmist who stood by him, the beauty of birds between glinting steel towers astounded him.

Moonmist looked at him. "I think I'll be happy here," she said.

Footsteps came from the hallway, and Tasha stepped up to them. She was human again, still wearing her pajamas, her hair tousled. The wooden ring from Dream hung on a chain around her neck.

She smiled. Cade had not seen her smile so warmly in years.

"Me too," she whispered, tears in her eyes. "Me too."
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APPENDIX

The Mythology of Dream and Nightmare









The Courts of Nightmare




Phobetor, the Banished One, son of Winived and Galgev, King of Nightmare



Eliven, a demon of red clay and fire, wife of Phobetor, Queen of Nightmare and Phobetor's second in command



Winived, a mysterious ghost woman, Phobetor's mother, Queen Mother of Nightmare



Loor, half-brother of Phobetor, son of Maninav and Galgev, known as the Furless Fox, Prince of Nightmare, Phobetor's third in command



The Sisters, goddesses of the underground



The Silkworms, movers of trains



Leviathan, known as the Consumer, Whale of Phobetor



The Incubi, knights of Kar:



Baelish, known as the Wolf of Kar, chief of the Incubi, a foul wolf the size of a horse



The Silent Man, a demon of hooks and horns, a scout and spy



Feesrog, known as the Crunge, a beast of fur and fangs



Cuanbet, the One-Eyed, a putrid tiger with the head of a one-eyed shark



Golgamath and Kelra, Mother and Father of Terror, wingless dragons



Candlelit, a servant girl, a slave from the Begemmed City










The Pantheon And Dwellers of Dream




Yor, a great stag from Hidden Valley Ridge, known as the Twig Eater or the Father Elk, known as Ælor in Nightmare, Lord of Eloria, King of Dream



Alandria, of Caterpillar Meadow, a luminous sylvan of the woods, known as the Mother of Eloria, wife of Yor and Queen of Dream



Niv, the goddess of Butterfly Valley, her lower half shaped as an elk, her upper half shaped as a woman, daughter of Yor and Alandria, third in command of Eloria, Princess of Dream



Starlight and Harmony, the pegacats, sister goddesses of the Enchanted Waterfall, created by Yor to be pets to Niv



Galgev, of the Enchanted Garden, known as the fox god, created by Yor to be a teacher and guardian to Niv, father of Loor and Phobetor, husband of Maninav



Maninav, of the Tropical Canopy, a goddess woven of flower and petal, a healer, created by Alandria to be Galgev's wife, mother to Loor



Tam, of the Crystal Caves, god of music and art, writer of the Dreamsong, son of Niv and the Enchanted Waterfall



Windwhisper, known as the Eyes of Eloria, a hawk, created by Yor to watch over Dream, a god of the skies



Panda, a mute and ancient god of Autumn Forest



The White Lioness, of unknown name and age, a goddess of boulders and trees



Redfur, a great wolf of the forest



The Lor Ya, known as the River Horses, dwellers of the Riverlands



The Lightdragons, singers of the Dreamsong



At the Begemmed City:



Yarel, King of the Begemmed City



Moonglow, his wife, Queen



Moonmist, their daughter



Onana and Lynk, her handmaidens



Sir Grendel, her guardsman










The Dreamblades




Forged by Tam in the Crystal Caves:



Sunclaw, borne by Cade of Earth. The blade is clear crystal, three feet long. The silver pommel is shaped as a hawk's head, the handguards are shaped as elk antlers, and the grip is carved of white marble shaped as apple blossoms.



Whisper, borne by Niv. The blade is white crystal, thin, three feet long. The pommel and handguards are golden.



Dawnstone, borne by Moonmist. The blade is light blue, three feet long. The pommel and handguards are platinum set with amethysts.



Starshard, borne by Tam. The blade is silvery-blue, three feet long. The pommel and handguards are carved of gold inlaid with silver stars.



Treelife, borne by Galgev. The blade is green crystal, four feet long. The pommel and handguards are carved of cherry wood inlaid with silver chasings.



Silverstream, borne by Yarel, king of the Begemmed City. The blade is silvery crystal, the pommel and handguards carved of silver and studded with sapphires.







Forged by Phobetor from the crystals of Nightmare:



Kar Elien, borne by Phobetor. The blade is golden crystal, five feet long. The pommel and handguards are platinum, studded with firegems.



Tearfall, borne by Loor. The blade is black and jagged, over four feet long. The pommel and handguards are carved of jet and studded with firegems.



Bonerazor, borne by Eliven, the first Dreamblade made. The blade is black and spiked, four feet long. The pommel is shaped as a skull, the handguards as bones.



Wraith, borne by Winived. The blade is transparent, of unknown shape and size. The pommel, handguards, and grips are carved of bleached bones.
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BOOK ONE: BLOOD OF REQUIEM


 Long ago stood the kingdom of Requiem, a land of men who could grow wings and scales, breathe fire, and take flight as dragons. Requiem ruled the sky. 

 But Dies Irae, a tyrant leading an army of griffins, hunted Requiem's people, burned their forests, and shattered their temples. Requiem fell. This ancient land now lies in ruin, its halls crumbled, its cries silenced, its skeletons littering the burned earth. 

 In the wilderness, a scattering of survivors lives in hiding. The griffins still hunt them, and every day promises death. Will Requiem's last children perish in exile... or once more become dragons and fly to war? 





Here's an excerpt from Blood of Requiem:





















 War.

 War rolled over the world with fire and wings.

 The Vir Requis marched. Men. Women. Children. Their clothes were tattered, their faces ashy, their bellies tight. As their cities burned behind them, they marched with cold eyes. All had come to fight this day: the young and the old, the strong and the wounded, the brave and the frightened. They were five thousand. They had no more places to hide.

 The dying sun blazed red against them. The wind keened. Five thousand. The last of their race.


We will stand, we will fly, we will perish with fire and tooth, Benedictus thought, jaw clenched. Men will say: Requiem did not fade with a whimper, but fell with a thunder that shook the mountains.

 And so he marched, and behind him his people followed, banners red and gold, thudding in the wind. Last stand of Requiem.

 It was strange, he thought, that five thousand should move together so silently. Benedictus heard only thumping boots. No whispers. No sobs. No whimpers even from the children who marched, their eyes too large in their gaunt faces. The Vir Requis were silent today, silent for the million of their kin already dead, for this day when their race would perish, enter the realm of memory, then legend, then myth. Nothing but thudding boots, a keening wind, and a grumbling sky. Silence before the roar of fire.

 Then Benedictus saw the enemy ahead.

 The scourge of Requiem. Their end.

 Benedictus let out his breath slowly. Here was his death. The death of these hunted, haunted remains of his kind, the Vir Requis who had once covered the world and now stood, still and silent, behind him.

 A tear streamed down Benedictus's cheek. He tasted it on his lips—salty, ashy.

 His brother's host dwarfed his own. Fifty thousand men stood ahead: swordsmen, horsemen, archers, all bedecked in the white and gold that Dies Irae took for his colors. They carried torches, thousands of fires that raised smoky pillars. Countless griffins flew over these soldiers, shrieking, their wings churning the clouds. The army shimmered like a foul tapestry woven with images of the Abyss.

 Benedictus smiled grimly. They burned our forests. They toppled our cities. They chased us to every corner of the earth. If they force us to fight here, then we will die fighting well.

 He clenched his fists.

 War.

 War crashed with blood and screams and smoke.

 Benedictus, King of Requiem, drew his magic with a howl. Black wings sprouted from his back, unfurling and creaking. Black scales rippled across him, glinting red in the firelight. Fangs sprang from his mouth, dripping drool, and talons grew from his fingers. Soon he was fifty feet long, a black dragon breathing fire. Requiem's magic filled him, the magic of wings and scales and flame, the magic that Dies Irae lacked and loathed. Benedictus took flight, claws tearing the earth. His roar shook the battlefield.


Let them see me. Let them see Benedictus the Black, for one final time under the sky, spreading wings and roaring flame.

 Behind him, the Vir Requis he led changed form too. The solemn men, women, and children drew the ancient magic of their race, grew wings, scales, and claws. They too became dragons, as cruel and beautiful as the true dragons of old. Some became elder beasts missing scales, their fangs long fallen. Others were young, supple, their scales still soft, barely old enough to fly. A few were green, others blue, and some blazed red. A handful, like Benedictus, bore the rare black scales of old noble blood. Once the different colors, the different families and noble lines, would fight one another, would mistrust and kill and hate. Today they banded here, joined to fight Dies Irae—the young, the old, the noble and the common.

 This night they fought with one roar.


The last Vir Requis, Benedictus thought. Not humans. Not dragons. Weredragons, the humans call us. Shunned. Today is our last flight.

 War. With steel and flame.

 Arrows pelted Benedictus, jabs of agony. Most shattered against his scales, but some sank into his flesh. Their tips were serrated, coated with poison that burned through his veins. He roared and blew fire at the men below, the soldiers his brother tricked or forced into battle today. They screamed, cursed him, feared him; the Vir Requis were monsters to them. Benedictus swooped, lifted several soldiers in his claws, and tossed them onto their comrades. Spears flew. Flaming arrows whistled. Everywhere was blood, fire, and screaming.

 War. With poison and pain.

 Around him, the Vir Requis flew as dragons, the forms they always took in battle. They breathed fire and roared. Spears and arrows plucked the young from the skies. Their scales were too soft, their wings too small. They hit the ground, screaming, soon overcome with swordsmen who hacked them. Blood splashed. In death they resumed human forms; battered, bloodied, butchered children.


They take our youth first, Benedictus thought. He slammed into soldiers below, biting, clawing, lashing his tail, ignoring the pain of swordbites. They let us, the old, see the death of our future before they fell us too from the skies.

 These older Vir Requis—the warriors—fought with fire, claw, and fang. These ones had seen much war, had killed too many, bore too many scars. Soon mounds of bodies covered the battlefield. The Vir Requis howled as they killed and died.


Our race will fall here today, Benedictus thought as spears flew and shattered against his scales. But we will make a last stand for poets to sing of.

 And then shrieks tore the air, and the griffins were upon him.

 They were cruel beasts, as large as dragons, their bodies like great lions, their heads the heads of eagles, their beaks and talons sharp. In the books of men they were noble, warriors of light and righteousness, sent by the Sun God to fight the curse of Requiem, the wickedness of scales and leathery wings. To Requiem they were monsters.

 Today Benedictus saw thousands of them, swooping beasts of feathers and talons. Two crashed into him, scratching and biting. One talon lashed his front leg, and Benedictus roared. He swung his tail, hit one's head, and cracked its skull. It tumbled. Benedictus blew fire onto the second. Its fur and feathers burst into flame. Its shrieks nearly deafened him, and it too fell, blazing, to crash into men below.

 Panting and grunting with pain, sluggish with poison, Benedictus glanced around. The griffins were swarming; they outnumbered the Vir Requis five to one. Most Vir Requis lay dead upon the bloody field, pierced with arrows and spears and talons. And then more griffins were upon Benedictus, and he could see only their shrieking beaks, their flashing talons. Flaming arrows filled the air.


Has it truly been only five years? Benedictus thought as talons tore into him, shedding blood. Haze covered his thoughts, and the battle almost seemed silent around him. Five years since my father banished my brother, since a million of us filled the sky? Yes, only five years. Look at us now. Dragons fell around him like rain, maws open, tears in their eyes.

 "No!" Benedictus howled, voice thundering. He blew fire, forcing the haze of death off him. He was not dead yet. He still had some killing in him, some blood to shed, some fire to breathe. Not until I've killed more. Not until I find the man who destroyed us. Dies Irae. My brother.

 He clawed, bit, and burned as his comrades fell around him, as the tears and blood of Requiem filled the air and earth.

 He fought all night, a night of fire, and all next day, fought until the sun again began to set. Its dying rays painted the world red.

 Pierced by a hundred arrows, weary and bloody, Benedictus looked around and knew: The others were gone.

 He, Benedictus, was the last.

 He flew between griffins and spears and arrows. His brethren lay slain all around. In death, they lay as humans. Men. Women. Children. All those he had led to battle; all lay cut and broken, mouths open, limbs strewn, eyes haunted and still.

 Benedictus raised his eyes. He stared at the army ahead, the army he now faced alone. Thousands of soldiers and griffins faced him under the roiling clouds. The army of Dies Irae.

 He saw his brother there, not a mile away, clad in white and gold. Victorious.

 Bleeding, tears in his eyes, Benedictus flew toward him.

 Spears clanged against Benedictus. Arrows pierced him. Griffins clawed him. Still he swooped toward Dies Irae. Fire and screams flowed around him, and Benedictus shot like an arrow, roaring, wreathed in flame.

 Dies Irae rose from the battlefield upon a griffin, bearing a lance of silver and steel. Gold glistened upon his armor and samite robes. He appeared to Benedictus like a seraph, a figure of light, ablaze like a sun.

 Benedictus, of black scales and blood and fire, and Dies Irae, of gold and white upon his griffin. They flew toward each other over the mounds of dead.

 Benedictus was hurt and weary. The world blurred. He could barely fly. He was too hurt, too torn, too haunted. Dies Irae crashed into him, a blaze like a comet, so white and righteous and golden. Benedictus howled, hoarse. He felt Dies Irae's silver spear pierce his wing. He heard that wing tearing, a sound like ripping leather. It was the most terrifying sound Benedictus had ever heard, and the pain seemed unreal, too great to truly fill him. He crashed into the griffin that bore his brother. Screaming, mouth bloody, he bit down. His jaws severed Dies Irae's arm. He felt the arm in his mouth, clad in armor, and he spat it out, saw it tumble to the ground. 

 Dies Irae screamed, cried, and clutched the stump of his arm. Blood covered him. His griffin clawed Benedictus's side, pain blazed, and Benedictus kicked. He hit the griffin's head, crushing it. The griffin fell. Dies Irae fell. His brother hit the ground, screaming. His griffin lay dead beside him.

 Benedictus landed on the ground above his brother.

 The battle froze.

 The soldiers, knights, and griffins all stood still and stared, as if in shock. Benedictus stood panting, blood in his mouth, blood on his scales, and gazed down at his brother. Dies Irae looked so pale. Blood covered his golden armor and samite robe.

 "My daughter," Benedictus said, voice low. "Where is Gloriae?"

 "Please," Dies Irae whispered, lips pale, face sweaty. "Please, Benedictus. My brother. Please."

 Benedictus growled. He spoke through the blood in his maw, voice hoarse and torn. "You destroyed us. You butchered a million souls. How dare you ask for mercy now? Return me my daughter."

Dies Irae trembled. Suddenly he looked so much as he did years ago, a timid and angry child, a scorned brother cast away from his father's court. "Please," he whispered, clutching his stump. "Please."

 Benedictus raised a clawed foot, prepared to strike down, to kill the man who had hunted his race to near extinction. Dies Irae shut his eyes and whimpered. His lips prayed silently and his blood flowed.

 Benedictus paused.

 He looked around him. No more Vir Requis flew. They covered the battlefield, dead. Their war had ended. The time of Requiem had ended.


It is over, Benedictus knew. No. I will not end it this way, not with killing my brother. It is over already.

 With a grunt, Benedictus kicked off the ground, flapped his wings, and rose into the air.

 Men and griffins screamed around him.

 "Kill him!" Dies Irae shouted below. "Don't let him flee! I want him dead!"

 Benedictus would not look back. He could see only the thousands of bodies below. I will find you, Gloriae. I won't forget you.

 His wings roiled ash and smoke. Arrows whistled around him, and he rose into the clouds. He flew in darkness. Soon the screams of men and griffins faded into the distance.

 Benedictus the Black, King of Requiem, disappeared into the night.
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Chapter One









 I woke to a world of fire and ash. 
 Forcing my eyes open, I willed the fog in my brain to lift. My lungs screamed for air, and I opened my mouth to breathe, but thick smoke clawed at my throat. Gasping with the effort, I somehow managed to get my arms under me and raise my head up off the floor. 
 Through the curtain of hair in front of my face, my eyes were drawn to the wedding band glowing white hot on the charred carpet, but the roaring fire dragged my attention away at once. 
 The plaster walls of my basement apartment peeled and melted under the rage of the inferno. Crackling and snapping in protest, the cheap pine coffee table in front of me collapsed. The fabric and cushions of the oversized couch were entirely consumed, leaving nothing more than the crumbling black skeleton of its wooden frame. 
 Intense heat washed against my skin as fire chewed at the edge of the rug on which I lay; but my first thought was not for my own safety. 
 "Mom—! Dad—!" 
 Razor blades tore at my lungs, and I couldn't utter another sound. A dark blanket of nothingness began to creep over me once again. The thick smoke in the room clouded my vision. 
 A thundering crash from the other side of the room jarred me back to awareness. Splinters showered across the floor as the head of a red-bladed axe bit through the door. One more blow sundered the door and a bulky form pushed its way inside. 
 The intruder rushed at me, arms out. Strong fingers reached for my throat. Throwing my arm up for protection I let out a panicked cry. 
 "Darcy!" The man's voice was muffled through a plastic mask and ventilator, but I recognized it as Hank Hrzinski's, the fire chief. "You hurt?" he shouted. "You burned?" 
 Without waiting for a response, he hoisted me off the floor and onto his shoulders. Doing his best to shield me from falling embers and burning debris, he picked his way back out of the apartment. I faded in and out of consciousness. The smoke burned my lungs, and the jarring motion as the fire chief jostled me about almost made me retch. 
 Outside, cold air slapped at me. I sucked it in and immediately started to hack up phlegm and ash. Chief Hrzinski shifted me off his back and onto the front lawn as a paramedic rushed at me with an oxygen tank and mask. 
 Dimly, I was aware of shouting voices and darting silhouettes as a team of firefighters fought the blaze. Spray from half a dozen hoses disappeared into the fire consuming the house. 
 The roof cracked, and with a roar, fell in on itself. 
 I struggled to my feet. "Mom!" I screamed. "Dad!" 
 Someone grabbed my shoulders and pushed me back down. 
 "Mom!" 
 * * * * * 
 "I'm not your mama." 
 I sprang out of bed, disoriented. My sheets were a tangled mess around my feet, and my shirt was soaked with sweat. 
 The remnants of my nightmare faded as I blinked and looked around. The familiar walls of my cell were as gray and unwelcoming as they had been since the first day I arrived at the Arizona Center for Women ten years ago. 
 Looming over me was the dour face of Jerry Niles, one of the meanest prison guards in our cell block. For years I'd had to endure his crude jokes and clumsy innuendoes. 
 "But who knows, I could be your daddy," he added with a twisted leer that made my stomach churn. The memory of my dead parents rushed back and I had to fight to keep my eyes from tearing over. 
 I pulled the bed sheets up to cover my legs. 
 "What do you want?" I said. "You're not supposed to be in here before wakeup." A quick glance at the window confirmed that dawn had not yet broken. 
 "Warden said to bring you down to processing early. He wants you out of here before morning chow. Says it's better for everyone else who's left behind. Don't want to remind them there's a whole other world on the outside." 
 "OK, fine." I tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear. "Just give me a minute to get ready." 
 "I'll help you get dressed," he offered with a sickening smile. 
 I shuddered at the thought, and felt a wave of anger run through me. 

Keep control!

 "My eyes can see," I said under my breath. 
 I peered closer at me. "What's that?" 
 "Nothing." 
 "Don't give me that bullshit. Are you backtalking me?" 
 I gave a quick shake of my head. "No, sir." 
 My response was automatic. Obedience was something they drilled into you early. They told you when to sleep and when to wake up, when to shower and when to eat, and after a while, you surrender to it. 
 But I was getting out on parole today. I'd have to learn to make decisions for myself, and not jump every time someone barked an order. 
 I gathered some courage, raised my eyebrows and waved him out of the cell. "Well, are you going to give me some privacy?" 
 Like the strike of a rattlesnake, Jerry thrust his face in front of mine. 
 "Don't push me, Darcy. You're not out yet, and lots can happen between now and then." 
 I clenched my fists, bunching them under the blanket. 

My tongue can taste.

 Closing my eyes, I sat rigid as a statue, as if ignoring him would make him magically disappear. I continued whispering to myself. 
 "My mouth can smile." 
 "Gibberish," said Jerry. "Crazy in the head." 
 In the bunk above me, my cellmate shifted in her sleep and muttered something. 
 Glancing up at the noise, Jerry straightened and took a step back. Curling his lips in a grimace of distaste, he barked, "Get dressed. Like I said, Warden wants you out of here today, you little firebug. We all do." 
 I opened my eyes when he left the cell. He left the door open, but he remained outside on guard, just out of sight. 
 "I am in control," I told myself as I released the bed sheets from a strangle hold. 
 Blackened streaks marked the cloth where my fingers had grabbed the material. 













Chapter Two









 I stood at the bus stop outside the front gates of the prison and hugged my arms around my chest. 
 It almost never rained in southern Arizona, and when it did, it didn't last very long. Of course, today of all days, the rain came down hard. I had tied my hair back in a ponytail, and whenever I moved my head, the wet strands ran along the bare skin of my neck and sent chills down my spine. My breath puffed out like misty clouds of smoke in the crisp morning air. 
 I silently prayed for sun as I searched the road with haunted eyes. 
 A car raced past and hit a puddle. I skipped back, but a torrent of water splashed all over my jeans and sneakers. 
 "Damn it!" I yelled. I showed the driver my middle finger, and he showed me his before his car turned a corner. 
 "Jerk!" 
 Trying to keep warm, I pulled the collar of my jacket tighter around my neck. Looking up at the dark clouds, I silently cursed. At the same time, I couldn't help but wonder if there was a link between the bad weather and my release from prison. Or maybe I was just crazy and imagining the world was out to punish me. 
 Just as I spotted a ray of sunshine poking out between the clouds, the screeching brakes of a Greyhound startled me and I let out a yelp. After I put my heart back in my chest, I reached down and grabbed my duffel bag. 
 A middle-aged driver stepped off the bus as he covered his balding head with a cap. 
 "You getting on?" he asked, giving me an expectant glance. I nodded and passed him my bag. He opened a side panel and, with a grunt, tossed my bag in. 
 I took a step toward the door, but the driver cleared his throat. 
 "Ticket?" he asked. 
 "Huh? Yeah." 
 I fumbled through my pockets in search of the voucher while trying to ignore his impatient look. After a moment, I pulled the ticket out and handed it to him. He waved me on, and I climbed the short flight of steps into the bus . . . and froze. 
 For the first time in ten years, I found myself facing a group of total strangers. My heart skipped a beat, my lungs seized and nausea washed over me. 
 I felt everyone's eyes on me, angry and accusing. Did they know about me? About my past? About my affliction? 
 "Miss!" It was the driver. He made a shooing motion with his hand and grunted. 
 I tried to breathe, but anxiety gripped me. 
 "We're on a timetable," he said in a harried voice. 
 In a way, that helped calm me. It reminded me that even in the big chaotic outside world, everywhere you went and everything you did was by some sort of routine, and I found that very comforting. Inside, every minute of every day is regulated, and you can surrender yourself to it. 
 Slowly I regained my composure and steeled myself to join the strangers on the bus. 
 From what I could see, the only two seats still unoccupied were in the last row on either side of the aisle; only one was by a window. 
 The bus driver closed the door and eased himself into his chair. He touched the accelerator and the bus lurched forward. I grabbed the overhead bar before I fell on my face and, cursing the driver under my breath, picked my way down the aisle. 
 Two elderly women stared at me with pinched faces. I forced my eyes ahead, but I couldn't avert my ears. The blue-haired old biddy sitting next to the window tried to keep her voice low, but I heard her anyway. 
 "I don't know why they let them on the bus. There should be a rule." 
 As I passed by, I set my jaw and pretended not to hear. I told myself not to let it get to me, but then her silver-haired companion clutched her purse tighter in her fat arms. 
 I barked, "You don't have to worry about your purse, lady. I wasn't in for robbery; I was in for manslaughter!" 
 They both gasped in astonishment, but I could take no pleasure in their reaction. I'd let myself slip, and that was something I had vowed not to do. 
 I walked past them, and ignored the sudden interest of the passengers who'd overheard me. All the while, I told myself to calm down. There was bound to be more confrontation in the days ahead, and if I couldn't overlook two old gossips, how was I going to manage to control the rest of my life? 
 I had a sudden urge to turn around and run back into the comforting arms of the prison. Instead, I reached the seat by the window, sat down, and stared out as the bus pulled off into the strange and frightening world of my new found freedom. 
 I didn't let anyone see the tears misting in my eyes. I didn't let anyone know that, inside, I was just a frightened little girl who wanted nothing more than to have someone take me in their arms and say, "Everything's going to be all right." What I wanted and what I would get were two different things. 
 I'd met a lot of cruel and petty people in my life, and if you showed them even a tiny crack in your armor, they would see your weakness and attack. Hatred, misunderstanding, fear, and intolerance ran rampant in strangers, and if you let it get to you, it would tear you apart. 
 The passengers on the bus radiated everything from indifference at one end to complete animosity at the other. But I had to be strong. I had to act tough. I had to be as hard as stone. 
 Like a child afraid of the dark, I told myself over and over again to be brave. 
 There was much worse ahead of me: 
 I was going home. 
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