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Chapter 1—Caught
 

The door to Musa's Night Magic shop rattled from the pounding of an armored fist. Musa eased her bulk from behind the counter and ambled toward the door. Her pace was measured and unhurried, despite the urgency of the pounding, rather like a grazing ox who sees an interesting clump of grass and moves to investigate in her own sweet time.

The visitor was losing patience. "Open in the name of the Emperor—"

The door was open, with Musa smiling serenely into the face of an open-mouthed, sweating young soldier. He wore the mailcoat and lion badge of an Imperial Watcher.

"Your pardon, Sir," Musa said. "I don't move as quickly as I used to."

She pretty much filled the narrow doorway, but the man rose on his toes to stare past her shoulder into the dim room. "I'm looking for a thief," he said, shortly. "A young girl, black hair, slim..."

"And fast, I would gather," Musa said, as the man reddened further. "It must be a trial to chase young girls in that iron shirt they make you wear. It's a marvel you catch any at all."

"But have you seen her? I'm certain she ran this way."

"I've seen no one, since my door is always shut at noon," Musa pointed out, "Though I do think I heard someone running past, a few moments ago. She'd be far away by now and good riddance. I'm an honest tradeswoman and have no use for thieves."

The Watcher looked into the shop again. "What's your business, Woman?" he asked.

She smiled at him. "Dreams."

He frowned. "Dreams are the Domain of the Temple of Somna," he said, sounding official.

Musa waved that aside. "Not auguries, Sir. Not portents and prophecies for which all us good folk must pay our gold and our worship to the Temple. Just common dreams, the sort we all have." She gave him a sly wink. "Or the sort we'd like to have. Your thief is long gone by now; let me show you."

Musa led the hesitant young man into the room, to the shelves lined with little bottles and crockery jars and miniature barrels and coarse burlap sacks. The names written on the containers were as odd as the containers were varied: DAYBANE. NIGHTMARE WORT—ROOT, LEAF, AND STEM. One little earthen jar simply promised PLEASANT DREAMS.

Musa hardly noticed the chaos of different scents wafting through the air, but the Watcher's nose wrinkled and he seemed a little confused. Musa held up a small bag from the nearest shelf. "Here's Merflower--a tiny leaf under the tongue before bed and the gentle sound of the ocean will rock you all night. Or this...." she lifted the stopper on a little blue bottle and a pleasant, unidentifiable scent drifted out. "Sweet Oblivion. If you burn a little of this herb as incense, you won't dream at all. Just the thing for a guilty conscience. But certainly at your age there could not be so much troubling you. No, there would be other things on your mind now. I was young, once. I remember." Musa giggled, then, moving with surprising agility she plucked a small red phial from a high shelf. "Flowering Succubus. Do you know of this?" she asked.

The Watcher suddenly looked less official, more like the very young man he was. "I've heard of it."

Musa smiled again. "No doubt. It's very precious, you understand, but I think...oh, why not? You've had a disappointment today. You deserve some recompense for wasted effort and all the good you do." Musa walked back to the counter, her weight making the boards creak. She measured out a few flakes of the dried herb onto a square of parchment and carefully folded it into a smaller packet. "Here. A little of this in your wine before sleep... and only a little, mind you," Musa said, wagging her finger at him. "There's more than enough here for three nights."

He started to take it, hesitated. "What... what if I take too much?" he asked.

"Don't worry. You're young." She looked him up and down, winked. "And strong. You could handle it." The young Watcher was actually blushing as she ushered him back out. "And simple," she added, once the door was closed again. Musa turned back into the shop. "He's gone, Joslyn."

A girl of about sixteen who was, indeed, black-haired, though not so much slim as ill-fed, unfolded herself from a niche under the counter and rubbed the kinks out of her back. "Musa, were you trying to stop my heart?! What were you thinking, inviting him in like that?"

Musa sat down on a stool positioned at just the right height to keep bending to a minimum. "I was thinking that so much as a hint that I didn't want him to come inside would prompt him to do just that, enthusiastic lad that he was, and search the place in the bargain. And two hangings would make one too many in my opinion."

Joslyn smiled ruefully. "Sorry, but he was fast for someone wearing armor."

"What did you steal this time?"

Joslyn shrugged. "Just some fruit from one of the stands in the market. I was hungry."

Musa eyed the girl critically. "Isn't that oaf Dyaros feeding you?"

"Times are hard. It's not his fault!" 

Musa glared at her. "Not so loud, Child. And not so angry, either. We've been on this road too many times before. All I'm saying is that you should have a little more care for yourself.” Musa sighed. "Well, narrow escapes or no, it's Nooning. Time to eat."

"When is it not time to eat, for you?" Joslyn said, shortly. But she watched with fascination as Musa went behind the counter and pulled out bread and cheese and watered wine from a wooden box on the floor. The old woman laid them out on the counter. "You're welcome to join me. Since you've no flesh to hold it I doubt you could eat much anyway."

"Well…."

Joslyn joined Musa at the counter, and despite her smaller size made a gallant effort. When the last of the wine was gone Joslyn put down her mug. "Why?" she asked.

"Why what?"

"Why do you help me, Musa? Why do you care whether I eat or not?"

"Why do you remain with that pack of thieves?" returned Musa, affably.

"They're my friends."

"If you say so, but it’s a poor reason for doing foolish things. And the only difference between an old fool and a young fool is time and more good luck than you've a right to expect. I'm your friend too."

"I'm an expensive friend," Joslyn offered, finally. "I saw what you gave him."

Musa grunted. "A trifle, compared to hanging.The Watchers do love order."

Joslyn smiled. "I do love pears. But a good thief shares the loot with her accomplices." She reached into her hiding place under the counter, drew out two large yellow-green pears, and gave the larger one to Musa.

The old woman took a bite and chewed, thoughtfully. "Joslyn, do you ever dream?"

"Of course—vast wealth, lovely clothes, grand homes, servants...." She giggled. "What thief doesn't?"

Musa smiled. "You'll never be a good thief, Joslyn. Your heart's not in it."

"For someone like me it's either theft or a brothel, and I promise you my heart wouldn't be anywhere near there, either."

"The one doesn't change the other," Musa said, "but you didn't answer my question. When you're asleep. When you're alone with yourself in the only way one truly can be alone. Do you dream?"

Joslyn frowned. "Yes," she finally said, "I dream. Doesn't everyone?"

"I don't know," Musa said, talking around another bite of apple. They ate in silence for awhile. When Musa finished she dropped the core into a wicker basket. "Joslyn?"

"Hmmm?"

"Be careful."

*

Joslyn let herself out a side door and made her way along the short alley that connected with Dusk Street. There were very few people left now in the merchant's quarter, for all its normal bustle. The Temple drew travelers and traders from all over the Empire and beyond, but now most of the shops were closed, their awnings rolled away and doors locked tight against coming night. The sun seemed to be resting like a beacon on the westernmost tower of the city wall. Joslyn looked carefully for any sign of Watchers, then walked with unhurried steps, passing the many dead-end alleys and rear entrance paths until she came to one of the true side-streets leading away from the merchant's quarter.

The street followed a curving path. Joslyn hung back in the growing shadows when she came to the end of it, peering out past the first line of marble columns, past the colossal statues in the courtyard, all the way to the vast domed building nestled in the center of Ly Ossia like the palace of a king. Only there were no kings in Ly Ossia now—this was the Temple of Somna the Dreamer.

Dyaros spoke of it, sometimes, when the members of his little band were all gathered for a meal, or to divide loot. A thousand rooms, and no one knew them all. Offerings of the faithful heaped in a treasure room in piles higher than an elephant's shoulder—though Joslyn had never seen an elephant and had only the vaguest idea of how high that was. Tapestries, silks, wealth in all its gilded forms and guises. That interested Joslyn, of course. What one lacks always seems finer than what one has. Still...

"Do they really teach people how to dream there?" she'd asked.

"Didn't I just say so?" 

"But everyone knows how to dream!"

Dyaros had smiled at her then, that mocking smile so sharp it could almost draw blood. "But does everyone know how to steal dreams? Or enter another person's dreams and discover their deepest, most vile secrets? Or make them dream whatever they want? Pleasure? Pain?" He'd leaned close. "Nightmare? Why do you think the Emperor taxes everything and its arse except the Temple? It's not piety, you silly girl—he's scared to death of the Priests of Somna and their Dreamers."

The notion that the conqueror of the Seven Cities could be afraid of anything was a revelation to Joslyn. For a time after that she'd taken the longer route back to their hiding place after visiting the merchant's quarters, either though the Street of Sighs—once only, Joslyn never tried that again—or past the tanneries in the northern part of the city. Weariness soon got the better of fear, and now she made her way through the very hub of the city, past the Temple. But always warily, and always with a sharp eye for what might be happening there.

Something was happening now.

Joslyn ducked behind one of the numerous statues of Somna, shown this time as a gigantic, smiling woman with closed eyes. Joslyn crawled up on the pedestal, peered between the statue's legs at the wide steps leading up to the temple doors.

Acolytes.

Joslyn had taken it upon herself to learn a little of the Temple's organization after Dyaros' stories. The priests were separate from the Dreamers, who were almost never seen in public. Joslyn had asked about that, and wasn't too surprised to discover that the presence—or even mention—of a Dreamer, though Blessed of Somna, tended to make even the most pious of people very uncomfortable, torn between reverence and...well, fear was the best word Joslyn could put on it. It was the priests who moved among the people of the city, doing Temple business, leading services at both the Temple and the few separate Shrines. 

About a dozen young men in white robes stood on the steps. The rightmost massive double door stood slightly ajar and a few more acolytes slipped out to join the others, looking like white ants coming out of a crack at that distance. Young men in training for the priesthood, the White Robes served as the Temple's arms and legs within the city. Joslyn had seen them often enough before, but they usually traveled in pairs at most and she'd never seen so many at once. After a moment a senior priest in dark blue robes emerged, and now the door was thrown wider to admit a covered litter born on the shoulders of six more acolytes, and that was something Joslyn had never seen at all.

The priest shouted a command that Joslyn couldn't quite hear, and the acolytes paired off and fanned out in what were obviously assigned routes, and all roughly in the same direction that Joslyn herself was going. The litter-bearers were the last to go, carrying their burden with measured steps as the priest led them off into the deepening evening. Someone closed the temple door from inside.

Joslyn watched until they had disappeared, then slipped down from the statue and made her own way along the far edge of the courtyard, flitting from statue to cypress tree to pillar to effigy like a will-o-wisp. She breathed a little easier when she stepped off grass onto stone cobbles, and soon she was safely hidden in the maze of the city.

*

The building had been a shrine to some god whose name no one remembered, its priests cast out or killed when the One True Temple was established in Ly Ossia, its places of worship abandoned. But no building in such a strategic area could be left empty, though when the Watchers made their infrequent rounds in this now poor neighborhood they would see nothing at all in the empty windows. But those who controlled such things had seen to the building's proper use—a few of the rooms on the ground floor served for an independent brothel, non-guild and therefore illegal, but discreet. Two small-time assassins claimed a few rooms in back as a place of rest between jobs. Upstairs there were doorways to the roof and thereby to other roofs, giving easy reach to the high road of the city. This belonged to the thieves, and even the two paid killers in the back didn't dispute them.

Dyaros' band held the poorest rooms there, but to hold a place at all wasn't so bad for such a young thief. The older, wiser cut-purses kept a close eye on the lad, and allowed as how he might do great things provided he didn't take too many chances.

They considered Joslyn one of those chances.

She came out of the growing gloom, darted up to the entrance that looked like an empty barrel, spoke the word and slipped inside when the barrel's side opened.

"How's the leg, Mers?" she asked.

"Still missing. Pray, did you steal me another?"

Mers shifted his stump to a more comfortable position, smiled at Joslyn with teeth he didn't have. Joslyn had known thieves who'd lost hands—or worse—to the rough justice that had existed even before the Watchers came, but never one who'd forfeited a leg. She'd found out later that old Mers had not been caught once in a long and colorful career. He merely allowed a trivial scratch to become poisoned through neglect and ended up losing his leg. So now he sat on soft cushions in a small room disguised to look like a barrel on the outside, and guarded the hidden door.

"Didn't see any lying around." Joslyn's smile weakened a bit. "Has Dyaros left yet?"

Mers spat accurately into a brass urn. "No, though it's time he did. And when are you going to throw over that bare-faced boy and give a man a turn?"

"I'm not a hobby-horse, you foul old man. And I haven't given him a turn yet."

"That's not the way Dyaros tells it."

"Well then," Joslyn said very seriously, "he's lying."

Mers chuckled softly. "I know. Dyaros is a fair thief but a very poor liar, and he's all too aware of it, poor lad. It fuels his ambition—he turns his lies to truth whenever he can."

Joslyn walked past him to the staircase. "Meaning?"

Mers looked disgusted. "Meaning the cat has his eye on you, baby bird. Freeze or fly, but don't be gobbled up still trying to make up your mind. It's not stylish."

Joslyn forced another smile. "I'll mark that." She paused on the first step. "By the way, have any White Robes passed this way in the last little while?"

"Two, just a few minutes ago. Why? Is something on the wind?"

"I don't know." Joslyn told him what she had seen at the Temple.

Mers frowned. "I've heard rumors of such... never knew anyone who'd actually seen it. You go on up; I think it's you Dyaros is tarrying for. I'll pass the word."

Joslyn nodded slowly, moved slowly. After practically running to reach the safety of her quarters she suddenly didn't feel safe at all. 

Dyaros wanted her, and that wasn't such a terrible thing in itself. Joslyn was not ignorant; she knew what happened between men and women, what to do and what preparations to make. And Dyaros was handsome; he could make her laugh when he chose to and he even bathed now and again. Sometimes, when she was alone with herself just short of sleep, she thought she wanted him, too. The feeling never lasted for long. Mers had called it right enough—she had to decide and she couldn't, and she didn't know why. Joslyn turned a corner in a long hallway.

"The early bird returns."

Dyaros was there, leaning against the wall near the door to their quarters, partially blocking it. The gesture wasn't lost on Joslyn. The others were there, sitting on the floor or standing idly while they waited: sullen Merasys, Joar the picklock, two sisters and three brothers whose names Joslyn could never keep straight. A ragged pack of young foxes awaiting the call of their leader, and that was Dyaros and no mistake. He was the one who drew attention, with his ill-matched clothes stolen at different times from different people with different tastes. His gauntlets and boots were all of studded black leather, and the only parts of his costume that matched. Everything else was an erratic popinjay display of clashing—if muted—colors. Mers wasn't quite right about the 'bare-faced boy' part; Dyaros was nearly twenty and had a mustache of sorts—very thin and looking thinner because it was the same fair straw-wheat color as his hair. "We were waiting for you to join us," he said.

"You know I work the sunlight," Joslyn returned.

"I know you have several ideas unbecoming a proper thief. Night is for work, and day is for sleep."

"Well then... I suppose you want me to give this back?" She reached under her belt, drew out a small blue velvet pouch that clinked suggestively. She spilled the contents into her palm with a small flourish. Style, as Mers had said over and over like a parrot with a new word. Style! As much how you do a thing as what you do. It wasn't something Joslyn had the hang of yet, but this time that didn't matter—there were a couple of gasps and one low whistle at the sight of four gold Imperials gleaming on her palm.

Dyaros smiled his usual arrogant smile, only this time it didn't quite come off. "It's dangerous, Joslyn. People see too clearly in the sunshine."

Joslyn knew the truth of that. This one cut purse was the real reason that young Watcher had chased her with such determination—no one had seen her take the pears. "That's why people get careless," Joslyn said, "and what worthy thing carries no risk?"

Dyaros wasn't smiling now. "Wait for me on the roof," he said. He was looking at Joslyn, but the others left, filling out slowly. Merasys was the last to go; Joslyn saw the look she gave Dyaros before she followed the others up the stairs. It made Joslyn feel a little ill.

"Joslyn, I don't understand you. Why are you avoiding me?" Dyaros asked when they were alone.

"I hunt the day because I prefer it. It has nothing to do with you." That wasn't exactly true, but there was more to it than Dyaros. Something she couldn't make him understand. She didn't quite understand it herself.

Dyaros smiled again. "The saddest part of all. I would like very much for it to have something to do with me."

"Merasys is a pretty and willing girl. Isn't she enough for you?"

He laughed. "No more than I am for her—we're thieves, Joslyn. We take what pleasure we can for as long as we can before we're maimed or hanged. That's all it means to either of us. Simple."

Joslyn shook her head. "I think you believe that," she said. "But I've known only one place where it really was simple--a brothel I visited one lean day when I thought nothing was worse than being hungry. I was wrong. But all the men and all the women did know exactly what being there meant. And no one looked at anyone the way Merasys looks at you."

Dyaros put on his best smile, but his eyes had gone cold. "I'll say this for you, girl-- you do know how to hide. Sunlight or words, whatever's handy, you make good use of it. But not forever, Joslyn. And the brothels are still waiting."

Dyaros turned abruptly and hurried up the staircase to the roof to join the others.

Joslyn, suddenly very weary, opened the door with the key she kept hanging about her neck. There was one large room behind their quarters, with several smaller rooms opening off of it. The remains of the evening meal--breakfast, for the others--were on a communal table in the center, but Joslyn wasn't hungry now. She dropped the coins on the table.

She looked at the gold. That was a stroke of luck--the buyer extending, the merchant reaching to receive, and Joslyn, flashing through at just the right moment to snatch the lovely gold away. Not many moments like that, not nearly enough to keep her place secure, if Dyarlos decided to turn her out. Joslyn knew the rules--a thief without a place somewhere in the Guild wouldn't last very long.

Joslyn yawned, went into the small room she shared with Merasys. She unrolled one of the two bundles of bedding, lay down and considered her problem. Dyaros, first. Maybe in the beginning it had been simple for him, too. Not now. Now it was a matter of pride.

So I lie with him. And then... Joslyn glanced at the other bedroll, giggled. And then there was the other problem. Sleeping in the same room with a girl who thought Dyaros was her special gift from the Dreamer. A girl who kept a very sharp little dagger under her pillow.

A slit throat or the Street of Sighs. There's a lovely choice...

Joslyn closed her eyes, yawned again, and started the blessed process of forgetting.

*

Joslyn started to remember, but it never quite happened. She was only vaguely aware of herself at all, as if she were a ghost haunting her own life, at once seeing it from outside, and at once being there, saying the words, doing the deeds. But most of all, watching.

"Time to divide the loot."

The thieves were at breakfast, with Dyaros on one end of the table and Joslyn on the other and all the other thieves ranged between. Dyaros laid the coins on the table in little gold and silver stacks. "Yours," he said, sliding a stack to Merasys. "Yours," he said, and another pile went to Joar. One by one he went through them all until the money was gone.

"You forgot me," Joslyn said.

"You don't get any," Dyaros said, huffily. "You hurt my pride."

It seemed like an excessive price for a wound that didn't even show. Joslyn stared at the coins, wishing she could do something about the injustice of it. Suddenly the coins weren't coins at all—a flock of yellow chicks scattered about the table, peeping in high, angry voices. "Catch them!" Merasys yelled. Someone else leaped across the table in pursuit of his fleeing share and the whole thing tipped over, spilling chicks and thieves and table scraps into one glorious heap.

Joslyn was no longer a part of it. She was outside again, watching a girl with her face and form trying to extricate herself from the tangle on the floor.

This is wrong...

She was back in the scene again. The chicks wandered aimlessly about the room. Dyaros glared at her. "You put them back!"

 “I didn’t do anything!”

Joslyn thought she was speaking aloud, but of course Dyaros heard nothing because Joslyn was gone again, a spectator. She watched thieves chasing baby chickens around the room, heard Dyaros shouting about his pride, heard herself telling Dyaros what to do with his pride and how deep to do it. It was all just noise, now. Joslyn was tired of listening to them.

Joslyn searched for the door to her room, found it, and when she went through she left the girl that looked like her behind with the others. The last thing she saw was herself wrestling Merasys for her share of the loot--three little chicks who watched with polite disinterest from Joar's shoulder. Dyaros was loudly promising himself to the winner.

Joslyn closed the door, and now there was no door, and nothing behind where the door had been. She stood alone on what looked like a plain of white mist. Only she wasn't really alone. Off in the distance she could see little sparks of light scattered about, and knew without knowing how that there were people at those places, like travelers sitting each at his own little fire.

This was the real reason she did not like to sleep at night. The mist plain was still there in the day, but not so many stars, not so many places of light to tell her she was not alone. She could never remain long here in any case. She waited for the jolt, the feeling of wrongness that always came then, that always pulled her back. But as long as she was there, as long as she was seeing something that was probably not right or good for her to see, it was nice to know that she was not alone.

Try explaining that to Dyaros. Try explaining anything to that oaf, Joslyn.

She frowned. Why had she referred to Joslyn as if she were someone else? Wasn't she herself Joslyn? She had no mirror there, but she looked at her hands, saw the faint trail of an old familiar scar on her left palm. She was just herself, but she still couldn't shake the feeling of separateness. It covered her like a damp blanket, and she shivered. The feeling was getting worse.

Time to go in.

She didn't know what that meant, exactly. But she knew what happened. The mists faded, the lights came up, and once more Joslyn watched Joslyn, now standing alone in an empty room, looking at doors.

"Which one tonight, I wonder?"

She didn't tarry long; somehow she knew she didn't have long to tarry. She reached out to the nearest latch, opened the door attached to it and went through.

*

"Didn't I say, Master?"

Two men stood together on the mist plain, watching unnoticed as Joslyn finally returned to the warm safety of her own dream. The one who spoke was a wizened little man. A few wisps of iron-grey hair escaped from the hood of his deep blue robe, and his voice was like the whisper of a razor on the strop. The other was taller, rounder, with white hair and beard, weak blue eyes, and a face like a painting of some forgotten sage. He moved slowly; a man bearing more burden than was right for one person to carry.

"Yes. This girl's nightsoul, untutored, has managed to break free from its own dream and roam about the Nightstage. Remarkable! Belor, you've done well to find her."

"I fancy she'd find us if we let her be too long. She seems to have returned to her own dreams for now. Shall we observe, Master?"

The other shook his head. "I've seen more than enough. You know where to go now?"

Belor nodded. "Etched in my memory."

"Then go and give the acolytes their instructions. I'll remain here in case anything needs doing when the time comes."

Belor bowed low and then he just wasn't there. The other stood silently for a moment, then stepped a little closer to the faint yellow glow that was Joslyn's dream. After a moment he frowned.

You've gone too far, too deep for me to see you, girl. Where are you now, I wonder?

*

Joslyn didn't know where she was. It was as if she'd stepped through the door into a stairway that only went down. She could see nothing except a blank whiteness, as if she were hopelessly lost in an endless blank of mist. Like the mist plain and... not like it at all. Somewhere else, and leading somewhere else. Joslyn had solid footing wherever she stepped, so long as those steps led down. She made a few feeble attempts to return the way she came, but became hopelessly confused on any direction except down. Joslyn was afraid, but she was curious, too. That made it impossible to try very hard to do anything except go on until her foot jarred on a step on the same level as the last one and she had arrived…somewhere.

Joslyn stood on what could have been an ocean beach. There was white sand beneath her feet, an ocean to her right, a high line of sea-cliffs to her left. Joslyn had never seen the ocean before, but she rather imagined it wasn't much like this at all—the sea was not green, or blue. It was black, blacker than the pitch torches at the entrance to the Street of Sighs, blacker than a rainy night. It struck against the white sands with a roar and hiss like a thwarted tiger, and left nothing of itself but the ripples on the sand. The beach itself was broken by pale granite spires that thrust out of the white sands like trees of stone.

"Where am I?" Joslyn heard her own voice then and nearly jumped. She hadn't meant to speak aloud, hadn't expected there would be anyone to answer her. She was wrong.

"Answer your own question, Child. You're the only one who can."

Joslyn glanced toward the cliffs. One bleached skeleton of a tree clung to the stone with gnarled finger roots, and sitting on that groaning perch was a harpy. It had feathers like shards of black iron, and wrinkled, pink breasts. Its face was familiar.

"Musa?"

The monster shrugged. "If you wish. It's your dream."

Of course. It was still unsettling, to be dreaming and know it. But oddly pleasant, for all that. Joslyn savored the moment. She looked around slowly, first at the black ocean, and then away to where the granite cliffs rose abruptly from the beach. The harpy was doing the same. It looked at the stone cliffs with one unblinking eye.

"Much of Ly Ossia is built of stone like this. I suppose that's why you chose to build your scene with it."

Joslyn was only barely listening. The ocean had reclaimed her attention. Joslyn had never seen so much water at once, and certainly none of this color. She stepped a little closer to where the sepia waves splashed the sand and sank into it without a trace. "That doesn't explain why the sea is black."

The harpy looked strangely pleased; it was all but preening. "No it doesn't. So clever."

"Will you explain?"

The harpy looked less pleased. "If there's an answer," she said, "why must you assume it comes from somewhere else? You want to know about the sea, then touch the sea and tell yourself what the sea is."

Joslyn looked at the black water. She didn't want to touch it. She didn't even want to take one step closer than she already was. Joslyn looked at the harpy, saw the disdain there, and did the thing she didn't want to do. She slid forward very carefully, until one inky wave, advancing just the slightest bit ahead of the others, washed over her pale foot.

Sweet Dreamer, save me --

There was no saving. Joslyn felt the ocean reach out like a living thing, take hold of her. The pale sky exploded into all the jagged colors of a broken rainbow and then it was gone. There was nothing left but the darkness, could be nothing left but the darkness, would be nothing but darkness, ever again. Too late Joslyn knew what the ocean meant; she drifted with unseen currents for a time, for forever, sensed rather than saw the things that swam around her, things with long smooth bodies and teeth like needles.

One of them looked like Dyaros.

JOSLYN.

Too late, too late! No Joslyn here now. No Joslyn ever again. She was lost, lost...

JOSLYN!

She opened her eyes; it was as simple as that. Joslyn lay flat on her back on the warm sand. The harpy smiled down on her from its perch. "What is the Dark Sea, Joslyn?"

Joslyn licked dry lips, heard her own harsh voice. "Madness."

"You learn quickly," the harpy said. "and that's fortunate since you have so much to learn—"

The monster stopped talking when it was clear that Joslyn wasn't listening. She supported herself on one elbow and stared fixedly at the granite wall. Suddenly it was not so solid as she had imagined. She was certain that she could see through it, almost as if it was made of glass instead of granite. Joslyn looked closely, trying to see through the ripples and flaws in the texture of the cliffs; it was like trying to see through a poorly-blown glass bottle. But what little Joslyn could see was astonishing.

"The cliffs are glass," she announced, almost giggling."

The harpy shook its head. "That's the Dark Sea talking."

"No! I see it...."

"See what?"

"Someplace else."

Those were the only words to explain it. It didn't belong to her, not like the beach and the cliffs and even the Dark Sea did. She wasn't sure how she knew, it just didn't, in the same way that the misty plain far above did not. She felt its separateness, almost like looking at someone else's reflection in a mirror.

The harpy was looking at her strangely. "Child, I want you to tell me what you see."

"If you're part of me... part of the dream, then don't you know?"

The harpy smiled again. "Clever—"

Thunder.

Joslyn looked up, saw nothing in the sky but a high, wispy cloud. The thunder came again, louder.

The harpy looked up, too. "Pity. I wish we had more time, but someone's knocking on your door."

It's voice faded off like someone walking away. It took Joslyn a moment to realize that it wasn't the harpy who was leaving—the beach, the cliffs, the Dark Sea, all faded from sight. Joslyn felt herself rising like a swimmer toward the surface of the water. The glare grew brighter and brighter and at the last, just before she emerged from that deep place, strong fingers grabbed her wrists, pulled her the last little bit.

Joslyn lay blinking in the light of torches in her room. She looked to either side at the pale figures who held her wrists with very tight grips.

White Robes..? 

Joslyn tried to understand what it meant, and in that confused moment could only understand one thing—she was a thief. And she was caught.

"Let me go!" She struggled, but the acolytes did no such thing. They stood up, lifting her to her feet, and then moved apart just the slightest bit so that, pull though she might, she couldn't reach other one of them to bite or kick. "Damn you, let me go!"

"Don't be afraid... Joslyn? Is that your name, girl?"

Joslyn stopped struggling, partly because she knew it was useless, and partly because of what she heard in that voice. He stepped out into the torchlight; there was another man with him—the dark-robed priest Joslyn had seen earlier at the temple gates—but all Joslyn's attention was on the tall, strong-featured man in the white robe of an acolyte. His hair and beard were white, too, though Joslyn was uncertain about his age. He carried a small wand of ivory; clouds of gold thread were woven into his garb, though he didn't really need the distinction. Joslyn knew he was no acolyte.

He smiled at her. "Do you know who I am, Joslyn?"

She nodded, slowly. She knew. She'd never seen him before in her life, but she knew. All the stories passed around the thieves at table, all the rumors picked up with the loot on the streets of Ly Ossia came together in the man standing before Joslyn now. "Tagramon," she said. "Dream Master of the Temple of Somna."

He nodded, looking pleased. "A clever girl. That'll help."

Someone else had said that, too. Called her “clever.” Joslyn wasn't exactly sure who. She was still waking up, her sense of “here” and “now” coming back to her in bits and pieces. A large chunk of it suddenly arrived all at once, making her eyes grow wide. "Mers..."

The Dream Master frowned, and the dried-out little priest leaned over, whispered something to him. He smiled again. "Ahh, I see. The doorwatch. You're concerned about your friends, but don't worry—it's certainly not our purpose to harm anyone. We've come to honor you."

"Honor me? Why?"

"Because you're Chosen, Joslyn. Selected by sign and ability to become a Dreamer of the Temple of Somna."




 
  


Chapter 2—Hide, Seek, and Lose
 

Whoever the Blessed of Somna was who invented the robes of our Order, no doubt he lived in a very cold place. 

This somewhat impious thought occurred to Feran as he trudged in his heavy brown robes and backpack through a narrow valley somewhere between the Grass Sea and nowhere. As a member of the Order of Travelers, Feran was used to walking great distances, but it seemed to him that it was an easier thing to do a few years ago, when there were fewer gray hairs in his beard and a little more newness to the places he had seen. But now most of his pilgrimages had been fulfilled one after another: the Imperial Palace at Mekthos, ruined temples to vanished gods at the half-drowned city of Ly Manes, even the only known surviving Aversan shrine, little more than a few shards of marble and rumor hidden in the White Mountains. One by one he had visited them all, and dreamed the augury dreams at each place for himself, opening his Nightsoul to whatever the spirit and memory of the shrine had to teach.

 And what exactly, had he learned? Feran wasn't really sure. It was hard now to think of anything worth seeing, worth going to that was a place, a goal and journey separate from the deeper places that were hidden in dream. As a young Initiate, Feran had thought that, when the older members of his order—those who survived a life of dangerous journeys and questing, that is—retired at last to their monastery in the west, it was because they were too old to travel, to see new places and dream new dreams. Now he understood it was because they were finished with traveling, and the new dreams were just beginning.

 Feran thought that perhaps he should retire, also, but he shook his head. Not yet. There was one more place to go, one more thing to do. He was getting close. Feran kept looking for the sign, finally found it. Carved into a flat rock beside the trail was a long straight line ending in a small circle, the symbol any pilgrim would recognize if he came to this place—the Staff.

Old Kres was right—there is a Safe House near here.

The far western lands had been little more than frontier before the time of the Empire, a dangerous place for anyone who normally traveled alone. In those days the Order had seen fit to establish havens for its members in strategic areas, their locations carefully mapped, concealed, and kept secret from outsiders. Times now weren't exactly safe, but the dangers were more defined and predictable and the need for the safe havens had declined. But it wasn't safety Feran needed now so much as isolation.

Feran turned down a side branch of the valley, a crevice so narrow and obscured that he might have missed it except for the pointing staff. A slow, steady breeze flowed through that narrow way; its walls blocked out most of the late afternoon sun and for a change Feran walked in cool shadow. He came to a place where a small spring bubbled out of the rocks and down into a natural basin about ten feet across. On the rock wall just beyond it he saw another carved staff. 

Feran nodded. Bed and bath—anything more than that after a long hot day and it's pure greed.

He tapped the wall with his walking stick, found the stone door behind a tangle of Morning Glory vines. It had been carved out of a single piece of sandstone, cracked now but still solid. It took a little effort and more sweat, but he finally got it open. Once inside, Feran could see how the builders had made use of a natural cave, enlarging and venting the space already there. The air was a little musty still, but with the door open it was changing rapidly. There were stone crocks along a near wall; they would have held dried beans and fruit at one time, but Feran didn't trust them now. He dropped his pack on the smooth stone cot and pulled out bread and hard cheese, then went back outside to fill his cup at the spring. The water was sweet and cold. He drained the cup and refilled it, then went back inside to eat.

 As his thirst and hunger faded, Feran imagined he could hear the voice of his old master Aesyd echoing to him now from a time when youth and passionate conviction conspired to make him do silly things. One of those silly things was a fast that had lasted for three days when Aesyd finally visited him in is cell.

 "And how are you today, Lad?"

 “Quite well, Master.”

 "And how are your dreams? Vivid? Insightful?"

 Feran still felt a little embarrassed at the answer he'd been forced to give. I haven't had any. My sleep seems to be fitful. But I have managed a wonderful sense of detachment. I feel serene.

 "You feel faint, Lad. A few more days and what dreams you have will be delusions conjured by an empty stomach bored with nothing else to do."


But I wanted to deny my body, reach beyond the physical...

 "Then hang yourself and be done. It's quicker."

 Feran, alone in the cave winced at the memory visiting him there. Master, I don't understand.

 "It's simple. The body is not to be denied—it's to be kept quiet. You give it want it wants and it leaves you alone so you can get on with your work. Get on with it, Feran." Then the old man had tossed him an apple and left.

 Feran held an apple now, and as then, he didn't hesitate. When his body was somewhat pacified with food and drink, he went back outside to soak his weary muscles in the basin. He leaned back, feeling his body begin—grudgingly—to leave him alone. He remained there until the hidden sun had truly set, and the first faint stars appeared in the gap between the stones.

 Time to get on with it.

*

 As dungeons went, the one Joslyn found herself in wasn’t so bad. She looked around her room. That alone was a concept that made her a little giddy. Her room, with a real bed, with linen and quilting and pillow. A table and chair. A closet. A wonderfully long walk of fifteen strides from the door to a tall window that opened high in the wall over a courtyard near the center of the temple. And it was all for her. So were the manacles.

 Joslyn sat down on her bed and stared at them. Delicate but very strong, gold alloyed with something to make them rigid. They were fur lined to prevent chafing and engraved with the sign of the Closed Eye, and easily worth a month's thieving. Right now they just reminded Joslyn that she was caught. Joslyn stood, went back to the window. She looked up, then down, sighed. Even Merasys couldn't climb this.

 Joslyn heard voices in the corridor and her sense of being trapped intensified. She hopped up on the windowsill as someone knocked on the door. After a pause the door opened and Tagramon came in. He noted where Joslyn stood, and smiled at her.

 "Is it really as bad as that?"

 Joslyn suddenly felt very foolish. She wasn't going to jump, and the faint amusement on the Dream Master's face told her that he knew it, too. She stepped down from the window.

 "They tell me you tried to run away."

 It hadn’t been much of a try. Joslyn had barely made it one level below her room when two White Robes cornered her in a blind corridor. And despite her struggles, which included a bite and several well-placed kicks, there had been no anger or punishment. The acolytes had handled her with a care bordering on reverence as they clamped the gold manacles on her wrists and delivered her back to her room. "I didn't get very far," she said.

 "Why?"

 Joslyn shrugged. "I got lost."

 Tagramon chuckled. "Joslyn, don't try to make me think there's no more to you than that. I know you, girl. Perhaps better than you know yourself just now."

 "How do you know me? I never saw you before last night!"

 "But I've seen you, Joslyn. I've seen your dreams. That's how we found you, and we'd find you again as easily if you did manage to leave the Temple. Now tell me why you tried."

 Joslyn held up her hands, showed him the chains. "When one is imprisoned, shouldn't one try to escape?"

The Dream Master considered this. "There's a catch on each manacle opposite the hinge. Throw it."

 Joslyn had noticed those, but hadn't paid much attention. After all, they couldn't be what they seemed. But they were. Joslyn opened each one and her manacles fell to the floor. "Damn..."

 "Your perceptions have played you falsely, Joslyn. The Temple of Somna is not your prison. Prison is where you were, trapped in a life certainly difficult and more than likely short. Prison is going through that life being a Dreamer and not knowing how to dream. You'd found some little bit of it, Joslyn. We saw that. But there's so much more. Remember last night, when your Nightsoul stepped out of your dream for a moment onto the Nightstage?"

 Joslyn thought about it. "You mean the place of mists? What of it?"

 The Dream Master chuckled softly. "What of it? Joslyn, do you think just anyone can see beyond their own dreams, free the Nightsoul to wander and explore? Or enter the dreams of another? To walk the mists of sleep as something outside of all dreams, including your own? No. You are truly blessed by Somna. Or don't you believe in the Dreamer?"

 It was as if someone had questioned her acceptance of solid earth beneath her feet, or the sky above. "Of course I do. She's the Creator."

Tagramon smiled, nodded. "Just so. The one who dreams the Greater Dream of which we are all a part. Are we then trapped in Somna's Dream? Should we try to escape? No, Joslyn, because this is where we belong. The Temple is where you belong. We need you, Joslyn. Dreamers are not so common that we can afford to lose one. You're young, I know. You don't remember when the Emperor brought his armies to the west. The Temple of Somna was at Darsa then, and I one of the humblest of the Temple Dreamers there. Orders were relayed, but it seems they were forgotten when the walls were finally breached. The Temple was destroyed, most of the priests and Dreamers slain. We've been years recovering from that."

 Joslyn frowned. "I thought the Temple was always at Ly Ossia."

He smiled ruefully. "It would have racked the Dreamer's sleep to rebuild at Darsa, with such evil memories lingering there. So I came here with one other priest, and with the Emperor's help by way of atonement we rebuilt the Temple. But it's taken a long time. There are only a handful of Temple Dreamers now, compared to what we had." Tagramon seemed to hesitate, then continued. "I can't force you to join us, girl—an unwilling servant is hateful to Somna. And there's more than enough to disturb her sleep now, more than enough to make her dream so troubling that she finally wakes from her ages-long sleep. Do you know what happens then?"

 Joslyn nodded. Her lips and throat felt dry. "The Dream is the World. When the Dream ends, the World ends."

 Tagramon nodded. "Just so. It's the responsibility of the Temple and the Temple Dreamers to help keep that from happening, Joslyn. It is our mission to sooth the dreams of the Faithful, give auguries and guidance, cast out nightmares and summon bliss. In short, girl, to ease the collective pain of our world! Do you think everyone has a chance to make such a difference, to matter as much as that? Is it really such a poor way to spend a life?"

"No," Joslyn said, because she knew what he said was true.

He smiled at her. "No, indeed. But it is not an easy road I offer, Joslyn. As a Temple Dreamer you will be part of Somna's defense against the demon Gahon, perhaps the most important part. By your work on the nightstage in the realm of Lesser Dreams, you will make Somna's world a better place. But for your trouble sometimes you will swear that the lowest servant in Ly Ossia has more freedom than you. In some ways you will be right. You will be guarded well, and kept closer to hand than miser's gold, but only because you are rarer and more precious than gold. Do you understand?"

 "I think so." Joslyn didn't say anything else for a long moment, but when she did she couldn't quite keep the eagerness out of her voice. "Can you really teach me to visit another person's dreams?"

 Tagramon chuckled softly. "Bless your innocence, Joslyn. That's the very least of what I'll teach you."

*

Feran stood alone in the mists rising from the nightstage. By looking very carefully he was able to make out the ghostly outlines of the valley where his daysoul and physical body both slumbered together. For a long time he had thought of the nightstage as a place somewhere above the waking world, but in time he's learned that it was more of a separateness, existing in the same time and space and yet never touching. Sometimes he caught himself looking for echoes of the nightstage in the waking world, but had never found any. Feran took another slow look around now, and for a different reason.


Nothing. No dreams here but my own.

 That wasn’t exactly true, Feran knew. At least not yet. Since a dream is at heart an illusion created instinctively by the nightsoul, the easiest way to travel the nightstage—once you mastered the trick of it—was not to dream at all, but rather leave the nightsoul unfettered by dream. Traveling, questing from within your own dream was trickier still, but it could be done. It was also more dangerous. If you went too deep there was a chance of awakening things best left to slumber.

Feran stood alone, a distinct identity able to move through the Nightstage at will. This was what his training prepared him for, and this was what Feran forced himself to surrender now. As a Traveler, Feran knew better than most that the secret ways that led to the heart of Somna's dream were not to be found in a place. That left one direction, one road only.

“All roads lead to one road.”

Feran smiled, remembering old Aesyd's exasperation. "'All roads lead to one road.' Master, when will you teach me what that means?" "Student, when will you learn it?"

Feran had finally learned. He took strength from that knowledge and forced himself to relax, to let his separateness go. It took a moment. Walking the nightstage was not the same as dreaming there, and he'd allowed himself that seemingly childish luxury so seldom over the years that now he found himself having to stop for a few moments and try to remember how. Then the mists receded, a faint glow came up around him like a slow dawn rising.

Feran stood in his old cell at the Traveler Monastery at Colthys. He kept the scene static for a moment as he tried to judge how well he'd managed to hold part of himself aloof. That was the tricky part—given free rein, a dream tended to serve its own needs until the dreamer was no more in control of it than a babe trying to control a rutting stallion. Feran moved in the dream, and at the same time kept just a bit of identity and will separate from the dream. He watched himself look around in pleasant recognition of his surroundings, and wasn't at all surprised to find his long-dead teacher waiting there, sitting in Feran's only chair and shaking his head in amused wonder.

"Why are you here, Lad? More important, why am I here?"

 "Because I'm dreaming you," Feran said.

Aesyd shrugged. "Me only dead a few years and you get arrogant. In the old days I'd have given you something to dream about."

Feran smiled. "I remember."

It was more common to dream, in his apprentice days when the nightstage was still difficult and dreaming still easy. But Aesyd had a habit of looking in on his nightly rounds, and let him catch you dreaming about him, good or bad, and you'd find yourself in a nightmare quicker than you could wake up.

 "You still haven't answered the first question. I'm waiting."

 Feran felt a little foolish, since there was enough of himself playing the detached observer to realize that he was having a discussion with himself. He started to interfere, hesitated. It was a tricky business—the dream had its own needs and its own way of getting them, and adjustments were for when there was no other way to regain control. He held back, watching. And listening.

 "I'm not your apprentice now, Aesyd. If you want to know, it'll cost you a little walk."

"Lovely night for it," the old man said, rising. "Lead on."

Feran looked around. "There doesn't seem to be a door."

 Aesyd smiled cryptically. "Allow me." He pointed to the far wall of the cell and there was a door where none had been before. Feran walked up, opened it. He didn't need to look at what was there; he knew. Created of his own will and need, and leading in the way he wanted to go.

 "Where to?"

 "Down." Feran stepped through, and didn't have to look to know that Aesyd's memory followed. Feran knew that, for some reason he had yet to fathom, the dream needed Aesyd’s memory.

 And Feran knew that that's all it was—an image, a symbolic construct to rationalize an action taken, to make visible what was, at heart, a journey with no real path, only a destination. Feran thought of the augury dreams he'd been forced to interpret as an apprentice—visions of a storm meant disruption, confusion. A snake had all sorts of interesting interpretations, a lotus or a horse likewise. And a stairwell. What did a stairway mean?

 "It means you need a method of going from one level to another. What's more natural than a stairway?"

 Aesyd's voice held just the faintest trace of amusement, as it always had when he felt forced to explain something that, at the core of it, was a very simple matter. Feran didn't mind, for he'd realized why Aesyd was there. It wasn't that he really needed Aesyd's lectures to echo his own thoughts and understandings—though that would certainly happen, since the old man was there. It was mostly because he did not want to go alone.

 "And a memory's better than nothing, yes Lad?"

 The dream shuddered. Feran felt it as a sickening lurch in perception, as if everything that seemed so real and solid around him had suddenly turned to mist, ready to tear itself apart at the slightest breath. Feran forced himself to stop, to relax, to let the dream strengthen around him again. He’d almost forgotten how fragile dreams were.

 He took another step down.

It happened again. The lurch, the shiver of the dream. Feran stopped. Like a deer drinking at a stream and suddenly aware that it's being watched, the dream just wanted to run away. Feran knew how to prevent that, but hesitated. The dream itself had set the terms. It was up to him to meet them or not.

Feran made his choice. He let go of the last bit of his separateness and truly joined the dream. He was on a long set of stone steps cut into a tall cliff, descending to a white sand beach. He didn't know where he was, or why. He was relieved to know that Aesyd was with him.

 "Master, where are we going?"

 Aesyd winked at him. "On an adventure, Lad."

From far below Feran heard the sound of the ocean.

*

Joslyn stood in a forest made of crystal. Sunlight peering through glass leaves and branches covered the mossy earth into a shower or rainbows. She laughed, clapped her hands in delight.

"It is lovely, Joslyn. But it's time to go now."

Tagramon stood beside her, looking around him with open appreciation. She suddenly knew who he was, and, more important, where he was.


I'm dreaming...

 And then she wasn't. All the crystal shattered, then grew misty and faded. Joslyn was on the verge of fading, too. She felt heavy, as if she should sink through the earth and it was the most natural thing in the world to do. But she couldn't. Something, someone was holding her back. Then the feeling of heaviness went away and she opened her eyes. She stood with Tagramon on the misty plain, his hand gripping her shoulder.

"I remember this place," she said aloud.

Tagramon nodded, looking pleased. "It's called the nightstage. This is where dreams happen, Joslyn. Like the one you just left."

Joslyn frowned, remembering. "What happened?"

The Dream Master sighed. "My fault, I'm afraid—you almost woke. Dreams demand absolute devotion, Joslyn. They're jealous things. I made you aware of yourself, when all you should have been aware of was the dream. It's possible to do both, but it's not easy." He shrugged. "You might learn how. Others have."

"Can't you teach me?"

 He shook his head, smiling. "That's something you either learn or you don't. Now let's concentrate on a thing that can be taught."

 Tagramon let got of her arm. For a moment Joslyn felt like a fledgling swimmer, suddenly released in open water. She had a brief sensation of sinking and instinctively closed her eyes. When she opened them again she was back in the crystal forest, with no knowledge of how long she'd been there, or even aware that she'd been gone.

"Lovely."

IT IS. BUT I KNOW A BETTER PLACE.

 Joslyn recognized the Dream Master's voice, and didn't really think it strange that he should be there. But she couldn't see him. "Where are you?"

HIDE AND SEEK, JOSLYN. FIND ME.

Joslyn laughed and immediately got into the game. She peered behind glass trees, looked up into crystal branches. Nothing.

IS THAT THE BEST YOU CAN DO?

Joslyn was getting annoyed, now. "Come on out. I give up."

 YOU CAN'T GIVE UP UNTIL THE GAME IS OVER.

Joslyn tried to judge where the voice was coming from. She wasn't hearing it, exactly; it was more like the words were just appearing in her mind, but she could still sense direction. She started after her best guess, no longer quite so aware of the crystal forest as she concentrated on her goal.

"Then I'm going to find you."

Joslyn knew that Tagramon was not in the crystal forest, and with that thought she came to the end of the wood, where no end had been in sight before. Joslyn kept walking.

WHERE AM I, JOSLYN?

 "I... I don't know."

 WHERE?


 “I don’t know!”

 WHERE?

 Joslyn could sense his laughter, though she never heard it. "I do know, Dream Master." And she did, but didn't dare say the word.

The Dream Master repeated, demanding. WHERE?

 "Outside!"

This time the dream didn't leave Joslyn; she left it. She stepped through what looked like a curtain of gauze, and, as before in the dream of the thieves' room, the place behind her vanished, as if she alone could reveal what was there, a light in a dark room that returned to invisible darkness when the candle was taken away. Joslyn stood before Tagramon on the nightstage. She felt a little unsteady yet, but she took a hint from what the Dream Master had said, and didn't lose her awareness of self. It was a little like a swimmer remembering to paddle now and again to stay afloat.

The Dream Master was smiling. "We weren't wrong in you, Joslyn. You're a Dreamer. With talent, possibly, to be among the best."

Joslyn was nearly flushed with triumph, but even then she couldn't help but dwell on the irony of the word.


I'm a Dreamer. Because I know how not to dream.

 She smiled then, too, and Tagramon never knew the real cause of it.

*

 "Is this the end of the adventure?"

 Feran stood with his old master on the shores of the Dark Sea. Aesyd shrugged. "Is it?"

Feran didn't answer. He looked at the inky waters reaching up onto the sand. "I know this place."

"Every apprentice knows this place," Aesyd said. "In theory. Not many ever see it, which is just as well."

 “Is it? I think they should all see it. Here we are, at the deepest place known to a dreamer. What do we find?"

 Aesyd shrugged. "At the core of everyone—a deep, dark sea waiting. Madness."

 "And that's all there is?"

 "Haven't we seen enough sign of it? Everyone, every little player on Somna's stage at heart a lunatic." Aesyd smiled. "Doesn't it explain a great deal?"

 Feran smiled, too. "Yes. But not everything." Feran sensed danger, but did not try to smother the thought. After a moment the dream strengthened again.

 "That felt like a warning," said Aesyd.

 Feran smiled. "Which means I'm getting close."

 Aesyd dismissed that. "It means some dreams are more pleasing to Somna than others."

 "And her own dream, filled with players filled with madness, that pleases her enough to maintain it for all these ages?"

 "Who are you to question Somna's will, Lad?"

 Feran didn't answer just then. He turned away from the Dark Sea and moved further up the beach, past the high tide marks in the sand. "Do you think Somna never questions herself?"

 "You're close to blasphemy." Aesyd followed close on his heels.

 Feran smiled. "I'll be a lot closer before we're done, I'll wager. I've been thinking..."

 "Somna preserve us."

 Feran ignored that. "I'm serious, Master. Have you ever had a dream, even once, that you understood perfectly? That you knew exactly what it meant, the rationale and genesis of each and every thing that happened?"

 The memory of Aesyd hesitated, then answered in one word. "No."

 "Neither have I. And if Somna's dreaming us now even as we dream, then we are a part of her. Things of her imagining as we in turn imagine. Vast as she is, and wise, and brilliant, I don't think she understands everything about her dream any more than we do."

 "Congratulations—you just crossed the border." Aesyd looked disgusted.

 Feran shrugged. "Maybe. But what happens when a dream becomes old, and tired? When it's gone on too long? It ends, Master. Something's held Somna's interest all this time. Perhaps there are things she still wants to know. Perhaps I'm her tool for finding out."

 "Perhaps you're a fool. Or do you really think you're the first Dreamer in the world to have these thoughts? You're not that clever."

 Feran stood at the end of the beach, looking up at the wall of stone. And, strain his eyes though he did, he could not see the top of it. "No," he said, grinning. "But I might be the first to act on them. And I am that foolish... Didn't we come down this way?"

 "We arrived. 'Down' is meaningless. 'Way' is meaningless. What is it you're looking for?"

 "A door."

 "It's a wall of stone. Why should there be a door?"

 "Why should there be a wall?" Feran returned, mildly.

 "To protect you from what's behind it."

 "Which means there is something behind it," said Feran. "Something more than madness. I'd like to think Somna's been kinder to us than that."

 "Feran, don't... I'm afraid."

 Feran put his fingers against the stone, felt its cool, rough surface. "I know. Your memory, but my fear. But I do want to know..." He stopped.

 "What is it?"

 Feran drew back. "I don't know."

 For a moment the surface of the stone had... changed. It was the only word he could think of that described what happened. It hadn't cracked, or shook as if in an earthquake, or broken as if worn too long by wind and water, or anything else that stone could reasonably be expected to do. It just went misty for an instant, not solid, not stone at all. Feran shook his head. It shouldn't have surprised him so much.


Isn't this a dream? Isn't it all just illusion?

 He knew the answer, and it wasn't comforting. Not always. Sometimes it's a way to see something that is real but unseeable. We give it a shape, sometimes even a name—like the Dark Sea. But its reality is its own.

 "Feran, I'm going."

 Feran nodded, not looking back to see the memory of Aesyd fading, doing in symbol what Feran wanted to do himself. The memory of his old master had serves its purprose. He felt an odd sense of excitement as he put his hand back on the stone. What had the goddess hidden here?

 The stone remained stone, cold and unyielding. Feran forced himself to remember what had happened in that instant when the stone changed before, renewed the sensation of fluidity under his fingertips. After a moment the memory became real. Feran shuddered, but this time he didn't draw away and the section of the cliff wall in front of him began to dissolve, turning to mist like the nightstage far above.

Something moved.

 Feran tried to see, couldn't, took a half step forward into the mist. There's something here, something besides the Dark Sea. I have to know...

 He took a full step, and was enveloped in grayness. Another step and the fog began to clear. Sweet Somna...

 Feran had only that one instant to consider the revelation before several dark, shadowy hands reached out from the mist and took hold of him. He struggled, the hands wavered like shadows in torchlight, but the grips did not waver. He turned, tried to see who had grabbed him. He could make out nothing but the dark shapes, human-like, but not human. There were more of them than were holding him now, and he realized through a haze of shock and fear what they were doing.

 The shadow-fingers holding him were like ice, and he felt as if seeds of that iciness had been planted in his own skin, and were growing slowly to cover his entire body. His teeth chattered for a moment, then mercifully he began to go numb, and the entire world faded to shadow. As the darkness rose he had one last memory of Aesyd, walking away from him. He turned once and looked over he shoulder at Feran with great sadness.

 "I told you this wasn't such a good idea."

 Feran tried to laugh, couldn't. And in another moment the darkness was complete. When Feran came out of the darkness he was in the company of shadows. Man-form shadows, as if cast by unseen bodies. They wavered and danced into the erratic light around him, but the shadows were real enough; their grip on his arms were unbreakable. Feran had already given up any physical struggle as useless at best and painful and exhausting at worst. Once, and once only, he tried to imagine himself back in his own dream on the other side of the wall, but nothing happened. The nightsoul that was Feran was held like a dog in collar.

Can this be?

It could. It was. Feran blinked as his eyes readjusted to the light.

The moved through a mist field like the nightstage, only the were-lights of human dreams were missing. Instead they moved through a valley flanked by mountains of flickering light, as if all the dreams of the world had grown to incredible heights of power and scope. Or he personally had dwindled to something not quite the size of an ant.

DO YOU KNOW WHERE YOU ARE?

Feran tried to identify who was speaking, but there was no change in the shadows that held him.

"Show yourself!"

IF YOU INSIST.

There was something beside him. A shadow, but not like the others. This shadow did not waver or stretch or flicker in the uncertain light. This shadow was deep and dark and effortlessly kept pace with them stride for stride.

ANSWER ME.

"You first: Who are you?"

Feran did not see the thing smile, but he sensed it. It set his teeth on edge. MY QUESTION WAS FOR YOUR BENEFIT, NOT MINE. CHOOSE VERY CAREFULLY WHAT WOULD BE ANSWERED.

Feran looked around. "I'm beyond the nightstage, at a place of Greater Dreaming. I-I do not know who dreams here."

YOU DO. RATHER, YOU WILL.

Feran looked at the mountain-scaled dreams about them. "I cannot dream such as this."

NOT ALONE, NO. BUT YOU WILL HAVE HELP. WE HAVE BEEN WAITING FOR YOU... OR RATHER, ONE LIKE YOU. WE THOUGHT WE MUST SEARCH, AND YET YOU HAVE COME TO US. IT WAS A SIGN. YOU ARE THE ONE.

"The one what?"

THE ONE WHO WILL BE A GOD.

Feran laughed. "Are you mad?"

AS OFTEN AS POSSIBLE. NOT AT THE MOMENT. PITY...

"I am a man. That is all I am."

NO, YOU ARE NOT A MAN. YOU ARE HALF OF A MAN, A NIGHTSOUL, AS I AM. SPECIFICALLY, YOU ARE THE NIGHTSOUL OF AN ADEPT. AND FOR OUR PURPOSES THAT IS MORE THAN ENOUGH.

"Whose purposes?"

THAT OF MALITUS, DREAMER. THE GOD OF ENDINGS. HE HAS NEED FOR SUCH AS YOU.

An Ender... Somna help me.

UNLIKELY, replied the shadow, then smiled again. MERE MORTALS HAVE NO SECRETS HERE.

"Suppose I don't wish to be a god?"

WHY DO YOU SUPPOSE YOU HAVE A CHOICE? DO YOU NOT YET REALIZE WHERE YOU ARE?

Feran did not. But when the left the valley they traveled and reached another, broader, plain, he began to. He thought of the daysoul, slumbering in the cave back in what passed for the real, everyday portion of Somna's dream.

Poor half-man, half-nothing creature,,, what will you do without me?

PERHAPS DIE, IN TIME, answered the shadow, unasked. WHEN IT'S TOO LATE TO MAKE A DIFFERENCE. THAT PART OF YOU IS NO LONGER YOUR CONCERN.

*

 The sun through a crack in the stone finally woke him.


Gone.

 It was his first thought. He looked around at the stone room, trying to put his finger on what was missing. His pack was still there, and his staff; he was sleeping on his robe. And still he knew something was missing.


I think it's me.

 He wasn't even sure who that was. He knew yesterday; he remembered coming to the safe haven to... what? There was a reason; he was sure of that. It was the only thing he was sure of.


No. I'm here. I'm me. I'm Farerrrr... The sound of his name garbled and turned to nonsense in his mind. Meaningless. He knew that, even if the name came to him in some trick of memory, it would mean nothing.


Gone.

 He came out of the stone room, went to the basin and splashed cold water on his face. It didn't help. He walked naked into the water. Goose pimples rose over his entire body from the chill, but for some reason he couldn't fathom he was more frightened than cold. But he forced himself to continue, immersing himself completely. He arose, shivering, and managed a question.

 "Who am I and why can't I wake up?"

 He thought about it for a moment. For some reason concentration seemed painful, but at last he brought a certainty to the surface, fighting him every inch like a hooked perch.


I didn't come home last night.

 He looked at himself, using the rippled basin for a mirror. He watched himself take breath from the air, watched him see himself in the water with no recognition at all. An apparition…no, not an apparition, not an illusion, not a trick of the light. The thing, rather, that was left when the thing that had been alive, left. And he was the pitiful remnant of something that had been.

A Ghost.

 He giggled. 







 
  


Chapter 3—Joslyn Traps a Moth
 

The Chamber of True Dreaming in the new Temple was a theatrical marvel. Thick pillars of black-veined marble supported its vast dome, and all across the dome tiny windows of thick frosted glass were set in carefully ordered patterns. In the daytime the chamber was kept dark by thick velvet tapestries, and the sunlight scattering through the glass was transformed to starlight in a clear night sky. In true night or on bleak days acolytes lit specially designed reflective beacons on the roof. Rain was more difficult to deal with, but since the priests termed rain 'the Tears of the Dreamer' it was held to be an unlucky time for augury in any case.

The priests of Somna were a thorough lot.

In the very center of the chamber there were two gilded couches, both marked with the sigil of the Closed Eye. Joslyn stood alone by one of them, waiting. She was too tired now to be nervous; she'd forced herself to rise very early that morning in preparation for the evening ceremony—an augury.


Master says I'm ready.

Joslyn wasn't so certain; she was scheduled to give her first dream augury to a very troubled young man, nephew to the city Governor himself. She was proud and afraid at the same time, but mostly wishing they would arrive so that she could get it over with and get on with her own dreaming.

 An unseen acolyte finally struck the gong, and the doors to the chamber opened. Tagramon entered, flanked by two White Robes with a dark-haired, pale young man in tow.

He's more worried than I am.

Joslyn took a little comfort from that thought, drew herself up straighter. The White Robes halted at a respectful distance and the Supplicant was led up to the augury couch by the Dream Master himself.

 "This is Joslyn. Will you meet her tonight in the Domain of Somna?"

"As the Dreamer wills."

The question and reply were both fixed in the ritual but the young man was never introduced. He was the Supplicant, in another of his thousand guises. But all the Temple Dreamers would be known; Joslyn imagined an ancient set of instructions rolled and kept in some dusty archive, with a blank space for the Temple Dreamer's name. She couldn't totally suppress a smile, but it turned out to be the right thing to do. The young man thought she was smiling at him and he smiled, too, relaxing just the slightest bit. Joslyn finally looked at him, seeing him, as, preoccupied with her own concerns, she had not done before.


You look terrible.

 He did. She hadn't thought much of his paleness—as a scion of the governing class it was natural that he'd spend most of his time indoors, learning the administrative skills necessary to one of his station. But he was pale to the point of sickliness, and there were dark rings under his eyes, and a sense of such great fear and weariness there that Joslyn couldn't help feeling sorry for him. She saw his pain, and for the first time began to understand what Tagramon meant about casting out nightmares, and healing Somna's Dream. It wasn't just the ritual, or a test of her skill now. She wanted to help him.

 Tagramon led him to the couch on the left, Joslyn lay down on the other. At a signal from Tagramon all the tapers surrounding the couches were snuffed at one, and Joslyn, looking up, was suddenly confronted with a vision of a night sky, conjured by tiny windows of glass. She knew how the effect was achieved, but that didn't lessen its impact. Joslyn couldn't remember the last time she'd seen the true sky, but she found it hard to believe that the reality could stand up to the illusion.


One of these days, she thought, I'll have to compare them...

 There wasn't time just then. Joslyn was too busy falling asleep.


*


Stars.

 Joslyn awoke with an image of the night sky in her head, and she wasn't sure why. The glow of a dream started to form and rise around her immediately. A dream of her own, and impatient to be born; she dismissed it easily, almost impatiently. For some reason the idea of stars annoyed her, and she held onto the image until she'd throttled the meaning out of it.


That's not me. That's her...

 It was an odd certainty, but it wouldn't go away. She was different. She was Joslyn and that other was Joslyn, too. It was an understanding that had grown slowly in her, in the months since she'd been taken into the Temple. In order to free herself to travel easily on the Nightstage she'd had to develop that strong sense of self that enabled her to stand apart when the dreams of all the sleepers in the city were blossoming around her like morning-glories after a rain. To stand apart from her own impulse to dream, and walk the stage of dreams as a free Nightsoul, able to see and do at will like some minor goddess. But it was also that sense of self that forced her to see how she was different from that other Joslyn now asleep in the Chamber of True Dreaming.


And what was it I'm supposed to do?

 After a moment that came back, too. Joslyn took a moment to orient herself, using her still-fledgling sense of direction to pin down where the Supplicant's dream should be. It wasn't hard to find.


It looks healthy enough.

 Joslyn was a little surprised. It had the same golden glow of any other dream; none of the flashes of dark lightning and shadow she'd expected from a troubled dream. But that didn't make sense—there should have been trouble, some sign, something. Joslyn crept up close like an urchin trying to see through a bakery window. If it isn't the dream, what is it?

 There were no answers waiting on the outside. Joslyn took a steadying breath and slipped into the dream.


Careful...

 The dream held together, and Joslyn felt a strong sense of relief. It was difficult to see just what sort of scene one was walking into, and the balance was so easily disturbed. But Joslyn had judged correctly, slipped through the curtain but not into the play. She stood back, taking in the scene in front of her.

 The Supplicant sat at a table in the middle of a damp stone chamber. He seemed to be waiting for something. His manner was calm... no, that wasn't right—resigned. Joslyn puzzled this for many long moments; it was a few more before she realized that he was sitting in the middle of a dungeon. His awareness seemed to rise with hers; the chains, burning coals, spikes and manacles arranged on the walls and around the room suddenly moved into high relief. The dreamer seemed to note this, sighed. Waited. A key turned in a lock in a door that hadn't been there a moment before. The door swung open and banged against the wall.

 "Good evening, Quin. Sorry I was detained. Shall we begin?"


What an unpleasant little man.

 Joslyn looked at the newcomer and was instantly seized with dislike. He wore the garb of a torturer and an affected air of professional detachment that only held so long as you didn't look at his eyes. The Supplicant—Quin? At least now Joslyn had a name to use—rose from the table and stood towering over the newcomer.

 "What have you decided for tonight?" he asked, resigned.

 "The lash, I think. Yes, I think so. The lash," he grinned. "Please be so good as to chain yourself to that wall."


He's going to do it!

 Joslyn watched, amazed, as Quin stripped to the waist and proceeded to clamp a pair of manacles to his wrists. He stood against the wall, watching dully as his tormenter went to a rack of whips conjured out of nothing on the opposite wall. The little torturer stood a few moments, inspecting his options, and Joslyn's mind worked furiously, trying to make some sense of what she was seeing. There was nothing here of signs and portents, symbols and cryptic messages from the Dreamer of All. Just a young man about to be whipped by an image he conjured himself for the purpose...

 No.

 Joslyn didn't so much realize the error as feel it. Then after a moment she remembered the weary sadness that the other Joslyn had seen in the young man's eyes. Whatever was happening now, he wasn't enjoying it. It was driving him to madness or death with an equal wager for either, but Joslyn was sure he wasn't doing it himself. If she'd learned any one thing in the brief months she'd spent in the Temple, it was that a dream was a poor place to keep secrets. They rose to the top like bubbles in a rain barrel, and there was no keeping them down. That left only one possibility.


Young Man, your dream-candle has attracted a Moth.

Joslyn's studies had told of such though this was the first time she'd actually seen one. A Moth was not an adept; in most cases they were not even consciously aware of what they did or how they did it. They were like sleepwalkers, stumbling about blind.

Moths roamed the nightstage because they had little choice in the matter; their own dreams were so narrow and miserly that there was nothing to anchor the Nightsoul within and they fled them like prisoners quitting their cells. The problem was that the frustrated Nightsoul tended to take control of any dream it found like a cuckoo stealing another bird's nest. It might even be drawn to one particular dreamer time and again because of the cruel fun it found there. In short, blind instinct matched with a powerful, mean-spirited will—Moths were dangerous.

 The intruder selected his whip, turned back to his work. He flicked the whip once to lay it out on the stone at full extension, the lash touching Quin's right foot, and then without pause he struck the first blow. Quin cried out, a red welt appearing on his shoulder, and the dream shuddered, almost as if it was wincing with his pain.

 Joslyn knew there wasn't much time. A few more of those and the pain would break Quin's dream, and he would awake as he had all those other nights, not to sleep again until time and weariness gave him no choice. And the other Joslyn would have to make up some story about Somna's anger and an appropriate penance that would enrich the Temple but not do very much for the poor idiot chained to the wall in his own dreams. That thought made Joslyn angry, even more than the thought of failing her first augury.


If I'm right there should be able to find some sign... there!

 With a little effort Joslyn spotted what she was looking for, easily missed in the slightly hazy images in Quin's dreams—there was a very faint glow around the little torturer, one that did not match the misty outlines of the other props there. The man was not a part of Quin's dream at all, but another Nightsoul; now Joslyn was certain.

Moth to a flame. The Dream Master named them well --

 The lash snaked out again. Joslyn fancied she could hear the dream cry out, too. She had to do something quickly, but what? She knew what she should do—send the Moth packing with singed wings. But if Quin became aware of her, or aware of the Moth for what he was, that cold knowledge alone could end Quin's dream before any good was done. The dream must survive...

 She smiled a resigned smile. Of course. Not her—Quin. Quin would have to deal with the Moth himself if he ever was going to heal himself. And right now he feels so helpless that he chains himself to the wall at that monster's whim...

 Another blow. No time. Joslyn skirted the edge of the dream, came up behind the bit of dream stuff that Quin had made into a dungeon wall out of habit and fear. Careful to keep out of the line of Quin's sight, she used her will delicately and worked one little change in the dream—the manacles fell from Quin's wrists and landed on the stones. Quin and the Moth both looked down at once at the chains on the floor. There was confusion on Quin's face, anger from the Moth.

 "Put those back!"

 There was a flicker as the dream adjusted itself, and the manacles were back in place. Joslyn was disappointed but not surprised. And she wasn't through yet. She blended with the dream as much as possible, a chameleon moving only when she must, blending with a wall of stone, a brazier of fire and smoke, and then she leaned close and whispered, so softly that the sound could have been in Quin's mind all along, "I took off the manacles. I put them back. What else could I do?"

 Quin became the 'I' Joslyn whispered about; she saw the confusion return for a moment only to be replaced by puzzlement.


That's right, poor Quin. Think about it. And while you do I'll give our friend another surprise. Joslyn considered. Whatever she did, Quin had to think it came from him. Chameleon again. Joslyn whispered into Quin's mind again. "What would I do... with the whip?"

A gamble, but necessary. Like tossing dice with Dyaros' thieves. Sooner or later you either made your point or lost everything, but, either way, the throw had to be made. Joslyn made her throw.

Quin, wearied past worry or understanding, loaded the dice. "I wish that whip would bite your nose."

Point!

One pure hot thought from Joslyn and the whip coiled through the air and struck. Only now it wasn't a whip at all but an angry blacksnake. It granted Quin's wish and sank sharp little teeth into the Moth's big nose. He shrieked and cursed, holding his hand over his face while the snake wriggled away into the mists. Joslyn took advantage of the confusion to remove Quin's manacles again.

"What..?" 

 That was Moth. Quin was laughing at him. Tears ran from Quin's dark eyes and his laugh was almost hysterical.

"How dare you—"

Quin dared a little more. "You're not so strong."

And the Moth wasn't so strong. His presence and power within the dream visibly shrank. Still unable—or unwilling—to believe that he had lost control, the Moth raised his fists and took a step toward Quin. Quin started to shrink back, almost by reflex, but again Joslyn was there to plant the thought that his mind needed. "You won't hit me."

And Moth didn't hit him. For a long moment the Moth did not move at all. And then Quin did, and the thought and the movement was all Quin. He stepped forward and, as hard as he had the strength, he struck the Moth across the face. The intruder staggered back against the wall of the dungeon, now made more real than ever by Quin's will. All the despair he had felt was very rapidly turning into anger. It wasn't dream skill, or even a strong will, but it was much more than the poor Moth had left in him.

"I want you chained to the wall," said Quin.

The moth was chained to the wall.

"I want the whip in my own hand." 

The whip was in Quin's hand, and with no direction from Joslyn at all.

I did it!! Joslyn fairly hugged herself with excitement.

"I don't have enough whips," Quin said. And he now had six. And as many arms to hold them. His face was no longer quite human.

I did it... Joslyn wasn't nearly as joyous now. The whips cracked forward and struck the Moth like a feast of snakes. His scream nearly tore her heart out. Quin was pain incarnate now, all that he had suffered gushing out of him in a blind fury of vengeance on his former tormentor. It was all Joslyn could do to remind herself of what had brought the Moth to this, that he got no less now than his deserving. It was hard. It was all Joslyn could do to keep from breaking the dream herself now and ending the torture for everyone. She knew better. The Supplicant was what mattered, and until he had cast out all his pain and fear, her work was not done. Still, there was nothing that said she had to witness the bitter end of it all.

Quin will not finish for some time. The Moth could not leave, because at heart it was Quin's dream and he would not end it until he had no anger left. Joslyn left him to his revenge, slipping once more unnoticed through the mist curtains and out onto the Nightstage.

Tagramon was waiting for her. "Dear Girl, you astound me."

At first Joslyn didn't understand him. Then she developed some anger of her own. "You expected me to fail!"

"Was that unreasonable of me?" Tagramon asked.

Joslyn thought about it. "No."

"I should say not. Your first Augury, and frankly, one of the more difficult subjects I've seen in years. Take a lesson, Dreamers."

The others came out of the mists. Her new friend Alyssa and her brother Ter. Dark, quiet Pari. Several other young men and women Joslyn had only seen in passing, apparently quartered in a different wing of the Temple. They all looked at her with even mixtures of envy and awe. Joslyn couldn't say which bothered her the most.

The Dream Master glanced at the supplicant's dream. It showed no signs of fading. "It'll be some time before he's done with that poor idiot. You have the rest of this time to wander the Nightstage at will. Thank Joslyn, Dreamers."

And they thanked her, solemnly, speaking with one voice before, in ones and pairs, they slipped away into the mists.

*

It had been too long since Joslyn had the freedom of the Nightstage. The training of the Temple was incredible; Joslyn had learned to do things with the fabric of dreams that were beyond her imagining. But that came at a cost; sleep was no longer a time of rest—short naps during the day had to suffice for that. Time to herself was meant as a reward and she saw it as such.

What to do?

The trouble with unlimited possibilities is that it's hard to pick just one. And to do anything at all you have to pick just one. Joslyn thought about it and decided that a little good-natured revenge was in order.

*

One of the first lessons of the Temple was that the Nightstage and the waking world were only different forms of the same thing. With practice, you could read the layout of streets and buildings just by watching where dreams were and where they weren't. Joslyn knew the waking city as well as any thief who depended on it for her livelihood. It wasn't too hard to find her way to the shrine of the forgotten god where the thieves were.

The glowing mists that marked individual dreams were winking out all about her as dawn crept closer. Soon all the good folk of Ly Ossia would be up and about their days, but to the thieves the time of rest was fast approaching. Joslyn wasn't sure she'd be able to wait much longer.

She didn't have to.

There...

The dreams appeared, one by one. Joslyn moved carefully, trying not to let her recent triumph make her careless. She looked for the one dream, grander than all the others, that led to Dyaros. It wasn't hard to find. Joslyn paused only a moment at the curtain of mist and then slipped inside.

Dyaros dreamed of treasure. Gold coins gathered together in piles, jewels and plate heaped themselves on the floor in great mounds. Joslyn thought at first that the treasure had come to the thieves' hall, but she didn't recognize the image of the room. It was much larger, its limits ill-defined and changing. Great tapestries hung in heavy folds from walls that were more shimmer than substance. It occurred to Joslyn that Dyaros's dream of treasure was much clearer than his imagination of where that treasure might be.

She found him sitting on a throne of rosewood and ivory; she didn't bother to mask herself from him. "Where is this place?"

Dyaros frowned, but the dream did not change. Joslyn's presence apparently was incidental to him; he did not take his attention from the treasure. "I don't know. Go away."

"It's not real," Joslyn pointed out, slyly. 

"You're not real," Dyaros said.

Joslyn smiled. I'm going to enjoy this. "I'm a Dreamer of the Temple of Somna now, Dyaros. I am very real. This is a dream."

Now Dyaros did look at her, and Joslyn's smile went away. "You think I don't know that?"

"What..?"

Dyaros's gaze was back on his phantom gold. "I know this dream—I've had it almost every night of my life. Sometimes others, I admit, but I always return to this room. It exists, Joslyn, somewhere. It's more real to me than you ever were."

Dyaros knew that he was dreaming, knew her. Joslyn slowed her breathing with an effort. "Just because you never possessed me—"

Dyaros laughed. "I know I'm not dreaming you; I'd never imagine that you understood so little. Possessed? What thief possesses anything? What belongs to a thief except a few dreams and a body that is one day hanged—or worse? I know I'll never find this room; I know this gold will never buy my way out of this wretched Guild. But what about your dreams, Joslyn? You thought my pursuit of you was about pride? Heavens, girl, I've been turned down by far worse than you and smiled to think of it. It was about life, Joslyn. I dream, yes, but I don't live in them the way you did... and do. Living in a dream is all you know, Joslyn. Will it really be no different for you in the temple?"

"I am a Dreamer!" Joslyn said with a shaky voice.

"Somna made us all dreamers, Joslyn. Now you'll be paid to steal the dreams of others, though I'm certain the priests have other names for it. Did you come to steal my dream, Joslyn? One of the very few things a thief can call his own?"

"I came..." Joslyn didn't finish. She did know why she came now, and she knew it wasn't about life. It was about pride. And I accused you, Dyaros. Somna forgive me.

Joslyn backed toward the curtain of mist, hoping that the dream would return to its normal course. Dyaros did not turn back to his gold; without his attention the image of wealth was not quite so real.

"Time to hide, Joslyn? I think it must be."

"I will go. I... I will not trouble you again."

Dyaros shrugged. "You trouble yourself far more than me, always. This is a new dream for me; perhaps I will forget. But if I remember I will breathe a sigh of regret into my wine now and again for a girl who is little but dream."

Joslyn stopped. "I am real."

Dyaros laughed again. "Bold words."

Joslyn took a breath. "I will prove it."

"How?"

"In the alley behind the Temple there is a grating in the wall ten feet from the ground. Tomorrow after sundown you will find it unfastened." Joslyn didn't stop to think about what she said; the time for that was past. "Take the stairway on the right up one level; the first door you see is mine."

"What about the White Robes?" Dyaros asked.

"Most will be in the Chamber of True Dreaming for augury then; I'll feign illness. They will not miss me overmuch."

Dyaros was still smiling, but he looked thoughtful. "Well."

"I am real," Joslyn repeated. "If you are, too, then come to me."

Dyaros's dream closed in around him, faded. "Well," he said again, and was gone.

*

On the morning following the second evening Joslyn woke to a the sound of knocking and a babble of voices in the hallway. She glanced at the empty place in the bed beside her for no reason she could name, then woke up enough to remember.

I fell asleep. Dyaros never came, damn him. So why did she feel so relieved?

She threw on a robe, scurried to the door and opened it. Alyssa stood by Ter's door, rapping. Already other doors were opening along the hall. Ter opened the door and Alyssa grabbed his arm and dragged him out into the hallway. Alyssa spotted Joslyn, smiled and beckoned her to follow as she turned and ran down the hall toward the far stairwell. Joslyn yawned and started after them. 

"What's this about?"

Pari, trotting beside her, just shrugged. Ter and Alyssa went down the stairs two at a time. Joslyn didn't catch up with them until they reached the bottom and stepped out into the morning light in the central courtyard.

"What is it?" Joslyn demanded. Alyssa pointed.

There was a scaffolding in the center of the courtyard, empty since Joslyn first came into the Temple. It wasn't empty now.

"A thief," Alyssa said. "He was caught in the Temple last night."

"Thief..." Joslyn didn't say anything else.

"I wonder how he got in," Pari said. "Did he confess anything?"

Joslyn fought a rising tide of blackness. Yes. Did he?

"I heard he wasn't taken alive," Alyssa said.

"Why hang him, then?" Ter wanted to know.

Pari shrugged. "That's what you do with thieves."

They all watched for a while. Then, one by one, the others got bored and wandered back into the Temple. Joslyn looked at Dyaros's slowly turning body longer than she wanted to, as long as she dared to, and then followed the others out of the sunlight.

 

 



  


Chapter 4—Dark Waters
 

Ly Ossia lay across the foot of the White Mountains like the pieces of a shattered jar. That was not to say there was no pattern at all—the older buildings spiraled away from the center like the arms of a pinwheel, and, rough and massive though they were, they kept a harmony of line and form that made them parts of the whole. The rest of the city was everything sudden wealth could build and grandiose competition spawn. It was a mess.

Ghost sat on a high tor to the west, studying the city with the vague interest of a schoolboy kept too long on the same subject. He wore the brown garb of a traveling ascetic; it was the only clothing he owned, as far as he knew. He didn't feel like an ascetic—there was no burning faith at the core of him, just a slight boredom. He cocked his head from side to side as if new perspectives might succeed where study failed. Finally he gave a deep sigh and leaned back against a cold hard rock.

Nothing. Ly Ossia meant nothing to him.

Ghost knew that wasn't right. If the help he sought wasn't here, then there was a very good chance it didn't exist, and the meaning of that was too terrible to consider. And still the city evoked nothing in him. Not fear, not anger, and especially not hope. Even its profound ugliness was an abstraction, evoking none of the emotion that the words 'beauty' and its dark twin bore by right. How long since his Nightsoul disappeared? How long since any such emotion was more than a memory? One year? Two?

Nothingness will smother me if I let it. I have to try again.

Ghost tried again. The sight of it was failing him, so he tried the words of it—Ly Ossia. Old words, perhaps dating back to the Aversan Hegemony, though anything said or noted about that Golden Age was pure speculation. 'Ly' just meant a place of safety, some natural defense that could be put to use—the White Mountains, in this case, guarding the Northern and Western reaches of the city. The Southern Sea in the case of Ly Manes and Ly Alasten.

He warmed to the mental search, like any scholar loose in the cubbies of a vast unknown library. The memories never seemed to belong to him but, when he looked hard enough, they usually opened to him like the dusty scrolls they were. All except his name, of course. That scroll did not open.

Off the subject, Lad. Back to it.

That rough, quiet voice again, one he'd heard before. Also a memory of someone... Aesyd? That sounded right. The voice was Aesyd's, and seemed to come to him when only when he needed chiding. It was very useful. Ghost narrowed his concentration, as ordered.

'Ossia.' That is harder...

When that scroll finally opened, it contained not words but a doorway. Ghost shrugged and stepped through.

*

Aesyd stood at the lectern at the cartographer's table, still-in-process Map of the West spread out before him. A rather younger-looking Ghost stood with the other students ringed around him.

"Of all western city-states, only two are currently of any account: Darsa on the south coast and Ly Ossia to the north. Please don't embarrass me or yourselves by not noting the derivations: Dyr Sa—"Sea Road." Darsa is the seat of the Temple of Somna, of course, and a major trading center besides because of its harbor. Ly Ossia—"Safe Stone." Ly Ossia guards one end of the most western pass through the White Mountains known; several of our order have made the journey though it is not on the Pilgrimage Roster. In all other respects it is a poor second to Darsa. Both are currently beyond the Imperial frontier."

Ghost heard himself speak. "Why was the Temple built so far west? Surely Mekthos is more suitable?"

Aesyd smiled that patient smile that always let him know that you'd asked the precise foolish question he'd expected. Ghost remembered being annoyed. For a moment he was annoyed. Ghost savored the revenant of emotion far too long and had to hurry his concentration to hear what the Master was saying.

"...Tolsan Dynasty and Empire is a fairly recent development, Lad. Two hundred years is nothing, and the tide of civilization ebbs and flows from one end of the world to another and back again. Once it was in the west, though how long ago that was no one is certain. There is legend that the Aversan's had a major shrine in what is now Darsa, though there is no evidence of that. The Temple is there because it's there; if you need more reason I'm afraid you'll have to find it yourself. Now then—"

They never finished the lesson that day. Brother Lyrs appeared in the open doorway, red faced and nearly out of breath. "Master Aesyd, a word..." Aesyd met him at the doorway and they conversed for a few moments in low tones. Finally Lyrs bowed hurriedly and sped away, and after a moment Master Aesyd turned to face Ghost and the other Traveler acolytes.

"Word just came. Our Emperor crossed the border at Pol Mon two weeks ago. Ly Ossia and Darsa were annexed into the Empire as we expected. Except..."

Ghost remembered the look on his old Master's face as the rest of the memory faded. This was the only part that mattered.

Except?

"Except the Temple at Darsa has been destroyed."

*

No one knew why, though the question was asked again and again. A mistake, surely. Ghost shrugged; it made no difference to him. The best he could do in his search was the memory of a greater city, now reduced and impoverished in favor of the bloated mess before him.

Safe Stone. It doesn't look particularly safe. Useless.

Ghost wiped his graying brown hair out of his eyes and looked one last time. Still no emotion, but he did get an image—gate. Strewn between two modest peaks in the foothills, Ly Ossia looked like a broken gate.

An image is better than a nothing.

Ghost got up and followed his lengthening shadow down to the city.

*

Most of the time Dusk Street lived up to its name. It was cobbled with dark stones and very narrow, weaving its way through some of the tallest buildings in the merchant's quarter. But at noon the sun pierced its slim roof of sky and glared down as fiercely as the gargoyles at the eaves. Then the hawkers and potioners retreated deeper into the labyrinth to await a friendlier hour.

Joslyn hurried along the nearly deserted street, grateful for its current deserted state. Her Initiate's robes would attract attention otherwise; Temple Dreamers were not so often seen in the streets that they could pass unnoticed. One traveling alone without armed escort would raise even more notice. She squinted often and kept one hand up to shield her eyes against the sun, the other hand she kept close to her breast. She darted into a side street and stopped at a tall, weathered door. After two quick glances left and right she knocked. "Musa!"

Something stirred behind the door. "It's Nooning," a muffled voice said, "come back later."

"It's Joslyn, you old pirate!" the girl hissed, "and I don't have 'later.'"

Mutterings from within. The door opened a crack to reveal a sliver of pink, wrinkled skin and one suspicious eye. "Are you alone, Child?"

"Unless you keep me standing here till the Watchers come!"

Musa stepped aside and Joslyn darted in, closing the door as she did. Her eyes throbbed with the shock of trying to readjust to blessed darkness, and it was a full minute before she could see again. Musa's familiar little shop came back into focus, all the small fired-clay jars and the less common blue glass bottles. Musa often bragged that her shop contained everything needed to plan a night's dreaming from dusk to dawn, but Joslyn knew better. Herbs and potions might influence, but the dreamer's Nightsoul had the final say.

Musa settled her bulk into a massive chair beside her table, smiling that smile that turned her face into a fleshy round moon. "Did you get it?"

Joslyn opened her fist just enough for Musa to see the gleam of gold. "Half an Imperial," she said, "donated by a grateful wine merchant."

Musa whistled low. "That must have been quite an augury you made for him, Child," she said, staring at Joslyn's fist. "Twenty years or better since I've seen so much at once."

"Liar. One dose of Flowering Succubus brings you twice this."

Musa's face was a vision of wounded integrity. "You have too much imagination, even for an initiate Temple Dreamer. I'm a poor old woman who barely keeps herself fed." She patted her girth affectionately.

"No small task," conceded Joslyn, cheerfully, "but never mind. Did you get it?"

Musa reached into one of the pockets of her dingy smock and pulled out a small packet wrapped in brown paper. "Two doses. Mix with water beforehand and for the Dreamer's sake don't use wine unless you want the effect to be permanent."

Joslyn gave her the money and took the bundle eagerly. "Can you get more next week?"

"I can, but I'm not going to."

Joslyn frowned. "I can get the money..."

"The way you got this?" Musa asked, her voice milder than milk. "Let the Dream Master catch you holding out and he'll sell you to a brothel, Initiate or no. There may be time enough for dreaming on the Street of Sighs but precious little energy. Or reason, I fancy."

"That's my business!"

"As you said when I asked you why you wanted it in the first place. Your business."

Joslyn stared at the floor. Then, "I'll tell you what I want it for, if you damn well must know."

"I damn well must," Musa agreed. "Before we talk about more Nightseed." 

Joslyn took a slow breath. "I'm afraid to dream, Musa."

"Afraid to...?" Musa sat down on her stool. "So then... Explain to me why a Dreamer is afraid to dream."

Joslyn found a bench and sat down, too. "I don't have much time, Musa."

"Then stop wasting it."

Joslyn reddened. "Do you remember, soon after I first went into the Temple? A thief was caught on the grounds and hanged. It... it was Dyaros."

"I knew that," Musa said. "But you never spoke of it. I am sorry for your friend, Joslyn."

Joslyn almost laughed. "Be sorry for me. It was my fault. I asked Dyaros to come to me... no, I dared him to. And he came. And died."

"It is a very sad story, Joslyn. It explains nothing."

Joslyn glared at her. "Then how's this—his soul has taken up residence in my dreams! I found it there, the first time I tried to dream. It was leaking blood and turning slowly in a phantom wind. If I tarry long enough, I can even see the rope. I seldom tarry that long."

Musa hadn't batted an eye. That annoyed Joslyn for some reason she could not name. Musa looked at her. "Nightsouls do not tarry long after death; they are manifestations of Somna and she reclaims them all. I don't know what nightmare you've created for yourself but I do know that you don't need to true-dream to perform your duties, Child. Auguries rather require a Nightsoul alert and unfettered by its own illusions. I'll wager the first thing you learned was how not to dream."

Joslyn sat up. "How did you know that?"

"I watch, and I listen, and I've been doing both for nearly sixty years. Now, then, Joslyn—I tell me the rest, and don't dawdle."

"There are places... I don't know what else to call them. Places beyond the Nightstage! Places closer, perhaps, to the heart of Somna's Dream. I found one of them back before I knew what I was doing, the night before I was taken into the Temple. It looked like a wall, and there was more beyond it. I've always wanted to go back, to learn what else there was to the Dream. I've never found that place as a wandering Nightsoul. Only while I dream for myself can I reach it."

"And you think Dyaros's angry spirit stands between you and the mystery? For the moment let's assume you're right. Have you confronted him?"

"I try," Joslyn said. "I do! But I always wake up, the dream is always... shattered. Then I learned of Nightseed, that it would force me to sleep. So that—"

"So that you could not run away?" asked Musa.

Joslyn would not look at her, but she nodded, slowly. "Yes."

"Then you have two tries only, Joslyn. Make them count."

Joslyn stared at the old woman. "You promised!"

Musa shook her head. "Nothing, if you'd been paying attention. Pay attention now. Nightseed, for a start. Do you really think you were the first dreamer to hear of it? It will give you sleep on demand, truly, but use it more than twice and it's the drug you crave and the dreams be damned."

Joslyn eyed her prize as if it had just sprouted teeth. "I'm not sure I believe you."

"Then don't exert yourself because it makes no difference. This is all you get, Child. Use it well."

There was a note of finality in Musa's voice that convinced Joslyn not to press the matter. "All right, damn your slippery hide. But will you grant me something else?"

"What is it?"

"Stop calling me 'child.' I turned eighteen three months ago."

Musa smiled. "Two years in the Temple and eighteen in the world? Barely an instant, as the stars turn. Well, off with you before the street wakes up and sees you out of the Temple alone."

Joslyn peeked out the door, again checking left and right before braving the daylight. Musa closed the door, and this time Joslyn heard the snick of the bolt.

That's right, Musa. Take no chances.

Later Joslyn would wonder—not for the first time—how simple Musa knew so much about the business of the Temple. But not then, there was no time. Joslyn quickly vanished into the light.

*

Tagramon's kindly face was at that moment the incarnation of strained fatherly patience. He wore a white robe embroidered with clouds in cloth-of-gold, and he held a slim ivory wand across his knees. He stroked it, idly, as a young man in a blue tabard kneeled before him. The boy was saying something with nervous intensity, but the Dream Master wasn't listening. He finally held up a hand for silence. "Ter, why must you lie to me?"

"Master, I swear—"

"No need to repeat it, Lad. I heard you the first time. I am a little surprised that you and Alyssa managed to come up with the same one. Was that planned, or merely odd coincidence?"

The boy's resolve was no match for Tagramon's calm certainty. It crumbled, and Ter looked at the floor. "I failed you, Master. There was no augury."

"Obviously not. The best you and Alyssa could manage was vague pronouncements of wealth and happiness. By the Dreamer, Ter! The lowliest crystal-gazer could do better. What happened to you?"

The boy looked lost. "I don't know! I searched for the Supplicant's Nightsoul so I could observe his dreams. I did! I searched as long and as far as I could. It just wasn't there."

Tagramon smiled, but there was no humor in it. "When I was a boy—about your age—on the streets of the city we had a riddle. Do they still ask it, Ter? It went like this: 'Many doors in, but out not a one. A wide bed within, but no dreaming's done.' What is it?"

Ter licked his lips. "A tomb."

"Well, then. Our client did call himself 'Ghost.' Did he have the odor of the grave about him?" Ter mumbled something. "Speak up, Lad."

"No, Master."

Tagramon leaned back in his ornate chair. "So. Twice the Temple of Somna has failed an augury, and perhaps this means the Dreamer is displeased with us. Or perhaps you and Alyssa have overtaxed yourselves. I'm sorry, Ter, but I think a week of rest is in order."

Ter looked sick. "No, Master! We'll try harder—"

"To try harder in this is to ensure failure. Be brave! I only ask a week. You may serve your time with your sister, if you like."

Ter nodded, resigned. "Yes, Master," he hesitated, then added, "Thank you."

The Dream Master rose and escorted Ter to the door, his arm about the boy's shoulders. He gave him over to one of the White Robes standing guard in the hall and watched until the pair disappeared around a corner. He returned to his seat looking thoughtful. "Belor?"

A shriveled little gnome of a man in the robes of a priest stepped from behind a curtained alcove. His movements were stiff and precise, like a soldier on slow march. A few strands of wispy white hair framed his face beneath the cowl. His voice was the whisper of a razor on the strop. "Here, Most Beloved of Somna."

"You heard?"

Belor nodded. "Certainly. It is most disturbing."

The Dream Master held his wand in one hand and slowly tapped the palm of the other. "There could be other explanations. Some Nightsouls have all the fire and presence of a cart-nag."

"Which makes them difficult to read," Belor conceded, "but not to find. I'll admit the Supplicant isn't the first to try to hide his identity from us, but his Nightsoul cannot be found in simple dream by two competent—if uninspired—dreamers. And you and I both know that the true name belongs as much to the Nightsoul, two parts incomplete without the other. I'll wager this 'Ghost' didn't tell us his true name because he doesn't know it himself."

Tagramon rose and began to pace about the chamber. A statue of the Dreamer gazed down on him through gilded eyelids tightly closed, one exquisite arm raised in blessing. Agmen stopped pacing and contemplated the image for a moment. "You play your part well, Belor, but I think I can make the rest of the journey myself: He's one of the Chosen Ones."

"I believe so, Master. And he knows what has happened to him. More, he's held enough will together to try to do something about it. That makes him a danger to everything we've worked for, but there's much we don't know. The best way to deal with him, for instance. And we have to know, Master."

"Then how may we learn?"

"I have given that some thought, and believe I have a solution. But it will take time to prepare."

"We have time. The man has requested another augury. I'm sure he'll remain till he hears it."

"Another? Doesn't he know the first two failed?"

Tagramon poured wine from a crystal bottle. "He does. But he listened serenely while Alyssa and Ter in turn spouted their nonsense, and each time requested another augury. Not a repeat, mind you—another. With a new Temple Dreamer. No indignation, no protests. He knows what he's after, and he knows he hasn't gotten it, yet."

Belor bowed low. "Your command, Master?"

Tagramon took a long lingering sip. "A Supplicant has petitioned the Temple for augury. He shall have it."

*

Joslyn moved with cautious speed along the corridor near the dreamers' quarters. It had taken far longer to sneak back into the Temple that she expected, and now acolytes were lighting the evening lamps and Joslyn had no intention of being seen so far from her rooms alone. It wasn't forbidden, exactly, but it would raise questions she didn't trust herself to answer with the calm of innocence.

She passed a statue of the Reclining Dreamer and curtsied, absently.

She stopped.

The statue was set in a niche between two narrow doors with tiny barred windows. A yellow light shone through the bars of the leftmost door. Joslyn crept to the window and peered through.

A girl about Joslyn's age and a younger boy sat at a game of chess in a room with no beds. there was a pitcher of water, and bread and cheese on a small table by the near wall, and a curtained garderobe in back.

"Alyssa!"

The girl turned toward the door. Her blue eyes were reddened and dull. "You shouldn't be here," she said.

"Why not? What is this place?"

"Where the Dreamer is not," sighed Alyssa, "We have offended her."

"There is no such place," Joslyn said, "and if you've offended anyone I'll wager it's the Master. What have—"

Ter rushed up and pressed his face against the bars. "Be careful what you say! Be careful..." His voice was slurred like a drunkard's, and there was an odd light in his eyes. Alyssa joined him at the door.

"What's wrong with you?" Joslyn asked.

Alyssa blinked several times, and her eyes seemed to focus a little better. "We failed an augury. There was a man... at least, it looked like a man. It walked like a man, talked and slept like one. It slept, I slept. I came to the Nightstage. He did not."

"If he was asleep then he came to the Nightstage," Joslyn said. "Perhaps... perhaps he doesn't dream."

"Everyone dreams," said Alyssa.

Joslyn said nothing, waiting.

"Perhaps we dreamed he wasn't there," Ter said at last. "It's possible. I like to dream..." He sounded like an even younger boy talking about a sweet.

Alyssa put an arm around him. "I don't know what happened. All I know is that we failed, and the Dream Master has decreed a week of rest. Do you know what that means?"

Joslyn nodded, unhappy. "No dreams," she said. 

"No dreams," confirmed Alyssa. "We've been given a drug; we will not sleep... yet I don't think we're truly awake. I don't know if I'm making sense. You mustn't let anyone see you here, Joslyn. We'll be all right; I'll talk to you when this is over, but for now please go!"

Reluctantly, Joslyn turned away from the door and her friend and there was the Dreamer in marble, smiling as she dreamed the dream that was the world.

Omen of Fair Dreams. Joslyn knew the inscription; she didn't have to look. Her smile was a rueful parody of Somna's own.

Liar.

*

In the center of the Chamber of True Dreaming sat two ornate gilded couches marked with the sigil of the Closed Eye, and there stood Joslyn, yawning, two White Robes flanking her like bookends bracing a sagging parchment.

The acolytes had come for her in her rooms, and Joslyn knew that, with the excitement of the day, there was no chance that even Temple training would get her to sleep on demand. She pleaded a moment of privacy to get into her blue ceremonial robe and used most of the time to mix Musa's herb potion. Now the robe hung on her slim frame like a cloth thrown over a chair, and the drug was slow fire spreading through her veins. She kept her eyes open by will alone.

Someone struck a gong, but it didn't help much.

The White Robes bowed low, and Joslyn didn't so much copy the reverence as follow them down. the Dream Master entered, closely followed by the High Priest. They stopped in front of Joslyn and her escort.

"You may go, My Sons," Belor said. The two acolytes bowed even lower and hurried away. Joslyn's rise was slow and sluggish. Tagramon and Belor regarded her with twin expressions more than a little disturbing. The Dream Master was saying something and she tried to listen.

"... unusually difficult. I'm afraid this supplicant may sorely test your skill."

Joslyn bowed low again to cover a yawn. "I'll try not to disappoint you."

"Still, there's the possibility you might," said Belor. "And if that happens under no circumstances are you to let the client know. Do you understand?"

"What... what shall I tell him?"

Tagramon smiled. It wasn't reassuring. "Whatever you like, Joslyn. We just can't have it getting about that the Dreamer of All has forsaken us. Unless she has in truth, but it's far too early to chisel that into the mountain. I've trained you well, and I trust your tact and discretion."

As you trusted Alyssa and Ter. Joslyn wanted to be angry, but lacked the concentration. The gong sounded again.

"He's here."

Joslyn watched another pair of acolytes escort the client into the chamber. He wore a simple brown robe, but he paid no attention at all to the marvelous chamber. Perhaps it was because he had already made the trip twice before. Or perhaps he was more familiar with such sights than his clothing implied.

Joslyn frowned. What made her think that? But the thought held on, making itself known through the haze settling on her brain. It was true, the thing Tagramon said about the man without actually forming the words—there was something strange about him. He stopped by the Dream Master and bowed. It was little more than a nod. Tagramon waved Joslyn forward.

"This is Joslyn. Will you meet her in the domain of Somna?"

The man's bland expression didn't change by so much as a flicker. "Perhaps."

It wasn't the correct response. Tagramon's face clouded but he said nothing. Joslyn shrugged, stumbled through a curtsy, and took her place on the rightmost couch as the petitioner stretched out on the other. Joslyn's eyelids seemed to carry the weight of the world, but there was a moment in the ritual that she refused to miss. The Dream Master gave the signal and all the tapers in the chamber were snuffed at once. Darkness flooded everything, and in that instant the dome above came alive with a twinkling starscape that banished all walls and ceilings and opened up the universe to her. It was an illusion, but she loved it no less for that.

Joslyn closed her eyes and was instantly asleep.

*

In another instant someone awoke. It was Joslyn, and yet it wasn't. The same name bound them, but this Joslyn did not always think or feel or want the same things as the Joslyn asleep in the Chamber of True Dreaming. Of all the knowledge in Joslyn's dreamer training, that particular bit of awareness had been one of the last things to come.

Joslyn looked around and found her world covered with a fine gray mist, like a curtain waiting to rise.

Nightstage, Joslyn thought, Where's the lead actor?

Joslyn saw the glow of dreams in all directions, but none close by, and the man in the brown robe was nowhere in sight. That made no sense; even if the man was not dreaming—and only a trained dreamer knew how not to dream—his Nightsoul had to be nearby. The dreams were distant; Joslyn didn't even have their light to work by, but she made a very thorough search of the area that corresponded to the chamber in the waking world. Nothing. The stage was truly bare.

I have to find him.

The whys and wherefores of that certainty were a little vague to Joslyn now, and the memories of that other Joslyn so much less her own. But the certainty remained, and the purpose was too strong to fight. Reluctantly. Joslyn started to search.

*

In the Chamber of True Dreaming the shadows spoke in whispers. A hooded lantern threw its faint glow on the oracular couches.

"Is he asleep?" the Dream Master asked.

"Without question. He should be taking his place on the Nightstage even now."

Tagramon's frown was invisible in the darkness. "I'll wager a gold Imperial that the stage is empty."

Belor chuckled softly. "I will not take that wager. I wonder what the girl will say?"

"What Ter and Alyssa said, if she's wise. It'll mean a week of rest, too. Unfair as that is."

"It's a question of necessity," Belor said, "not fairness."

The High Priest of Somna closed the lamp shield and once more the chamber was covered with starry night.

*

A curtain of mist parted and Joslyn found another Play. The stage was one vast bed, and on that bed a handsome, powerfully-built man made love to a monster. It had the body of a supple young woman and the head of a red viper. The lovers moved together and the snake-head hissed with delight. Joslyn remained at the edge of the mist and studied the dreamer.

That isn't him

Joslyn was almost gone before she realized that it wasn't anyone else, either. The man's features were too perfect, his body too well formed, as if molded from clay by a master sculptor. When Joslyn looked into his eyes she understood. There was no affection there, or even pleasure. Merely a fierce pride in his mastery over the monster. The lovely, deadly, not-quite-human woman. Every caress an attack, every sigh a victory.

Is that how he sees us? Joslyn thought. I wonder if he sees himself any clearer.

Joslyn knew her own frustration at the search was causing her anger, but there it was. Temple-trained will lashed out, and the play changed. The monster's glittering eyes suddenly mirrored, catching the man's delusion and throwing it back in his face. The contrast was too much; Joslyn could almost hear the dreamer groan in his sleep as the truth emerged—a balding, paunchy, middle-aged man with weak blue eyes. He seemed confused until he looked down; then he understood exactly what was happening. He screamed.

Joslyn hugged herself to keep from laughing as the dreamer's cool mastery wilted, along with everything else. Venom oozed from the snake-woman's fangs as she hissed with frustration. The Nightsoul scrambled off the bed and fled shrieking into the mist as the light of the dream went out.

It will be a long time before that one dares Flowering Succubus again. Poor Musa has lost a customer.

THAT WASN'T VERY KIND, CHILD.

Joslyn turned, sending her thought out into the mist. Musa?

There was only the grayness of the curtain, marked with the light of dreams in the distance. They looked a little like fireflies on a nighted meadow. Moth-like, Joslyn flitted toward the nearest and the light grew...

And she was on stage. The scene pulled her in before she could resist and she stood on the beach of a dark sea. The sand was stark white and pierced by black granite spires taller than trees.

Whose dream is this?

"Yours, for now. Welcome."

"Musa? Where are you?"

Harsh laughter, more cackle than humor. "A trained dreamer, mistress of illusion and the Nightstage, and you have to ask? Small wonder you can't find your client."

That stung. Joslyn followed the voice around a jagged mass of stone. One the other side was an open stretch of beach where the spires grew thin. Waves roared and hissed against the sand, and farther in the sand turned to rock again as high cliffs stopped sand and sea like a wall. One bleached skeleton of a tree clung to the stone with dry, withered roots.

Perched on the tree was a black harpy. It stretched dark wings impossibly wide and winked at her. It had Musa's face as before. "About time you joined us."

Joslyn finally noticed the other girl sitting on the sand, facing the harpy. She was familiar, but Joslyn couldn't see her face, and wasn't in a mood to puzzle it out. "It's odd I've never found one of your dreams before, Musa. Is this how you see yourself?"

The harpy grinned. Its teeth were many and pointed. "I'm not seeing me, Child. You are. How can I know what you see?"

"You knew about the Supplicant," Joslyn pointed out.

"It's your dream," the monster replied, unruffled, "How could you not know? Honestly... You should listen to yourself now and again."

"This isn't my dream!" Joslyn snapped, "I don't—" She stopped, reddening.

"You don't... what?" the harpy grinned even wider. "What were you about to say, Dear?"

Joslyn willed herself away. The dream didn't budge, and neither did she. "What are you doing to me?"

"What are you doing to yourself?" mimicked the harpy, "charging about the Nightstage after any dream but your own. Well, tonight there is no other dream to hide in, Joslyn. The Supplicant isn't here."

"He's a living man," Joslyn said. "He spoke, he walked, he drew breath. He's here."

"Then why haven't you found him?"

Joslyn trembled, her fists clenched. "I don't know!"

The harpy shifted on its perch. "I think you do. Isn't that right, Child?"

The monster wasn't talking to Joslyn—it spoke to the girl on the sand. The girl looked back over her shoulder and Joslyn felt a cold finger on her spine.

Night-twin.

It was foolish, she knew. A night-twin was no more than a phantom spawned of fear and shadows, but seeing her own face without a mirror was unsettling.

Joslyn shook her head, slowly, "The Nightstage is all there is."

"Fool! Did you really think you were the only one who knew? The Nightstage is where we play at being gods, but where do the gods play? And where do we draw those beautiful horrors that grace the stage? You've seen beyond the play; perhaps only once but you have seen. Deny it again and maybe it'll be your twin who takes the scent away from you. Maybe she'll be the one to rejoin the Daysoul and give the precious augury while you wail in the shadows."

"No," Joslyn said. Her voice had echoes of a blade's edge.

The night-twin rose and smiled at her. "We'll see." In an instant she was away, running headlong down to the dark sea. Joslyn watched her go.

The harpy tightened its grip on the branch until the wood groaned. "My dear one seems to have the lead."

It was Joslyn's turn to smile. "He may not be on the Nightstage," she said, "but he isn't down there."

"The Dark Waters flow through us all," the harpy said, "and if it's the home of monsters we made it so. Why wouldn't your client lose himself there? Better men have."

All that was true enough, but Joslyn had seen the client's face and she knew that if, as a man, he knew the Dark Waters he did not drown in them. "Not this one," she said.

"What does that leave?"

The harpy vanished, not waiting for answer. Joslyn stood facing the cliff, its dull grey stones looming over her. Joslyn smiled, ruefully.

You know what's left, Musa. The wall. The Supplicant must be beyond it... Whatever 'it' is.

Joslyn started walking, her back to the sea. The wall was no closer. She willed herself there and the sea was gone, the beach was gone, and the wall was still in the distance. She ran, and the vastness of the cliff paced her, now closer, now farther, but always out of reach.

What have I forgotten?

There had been too many auguries, too much time filled with other people's dreams since the time she first found out what lay beyond the mist. It was hard to remember, but harder still to want to remember.

And no time to try. There was a light dawning behind Joslyn's eyes, growing brighter by the moment. From overhead came the crack of powerful wings against the wind. Joslyn ran faster and as she did her memories jumbled together as she searched back frantically to the time when she first lay siege to the Wall. In another moment she knew part of the answer—the why. There was a reason she didn't want to remember, and it stopped her with a jolt as the Wall disappeared in unreachable distance.

No...

"Time's up, Joslyn."

She looked up to see the harpy fold its wings and dive. Joslyn dodged. Too late. A scaly foot struck her shoulder and bore her down. The harpy perched on her like the demon Gahon on the Dreamer, and the Musa-face smiled as blood gathered bright red on its talons.

"Wake up."

*

"Wake up."

Joslyn slapped at the claws on her shoulder, but they weren't claws—merely the High Priest's bony fingers. In that instant the dream turned hazy and unreal, something that happened to someone else. Joslyn rubbed her eyes and tried to focus on the three shapes standing by her couch. Why was it so hard to see?

"We were beginning to think you weren't coming back," said the Dream Master, "The Supplicant has been awake several minutes."

The Nightsoul was returned, but Joslyn wasn't really awake. She yawned, trying to make sense of it. Supplicant..? Oh, yes. The augury. She had to tell him something... or was it something she wasn't supposed to tell him? It was all fuzzy.

"We're waiting, Dreamer Joslyn."

Joslyn looked at the client, and he returned her gaze with eyes like stone. No other word seemed to fit; he looked as if he didn't care, and in the same way and to the same degree that a stone does not care. It annoyed her.

Let's see how hard you are. Joslyn stifled another yawn. "I searched the Nightstage, the sacred Domain of Somna. You weren't there."

Tagramon gasped. Belor put his hand on her shoulder again. "Joslyn, that was a poor jest—"

"Let her speak!"

They all stared at the Supplicant in amazement. The stone was gone from his face, replaced by something very close to excitement. He looked as if he wanted nothing more than to grab Joslyn and shake the words out of her. More composed, he repeated, "Let her speak."

Belor let go of her shoulder and stepped back. The stranger looked into her eyes, bade her go on.

"I couldn't find your dreams," she said, "I tried. As if... as if they weren't there. But that's impossible, isn't it?"

The man stepped forward and took her hand. "Do you know where they might be?"

Joslyn glanced at the Dream Master's face and saw the warning there, but it was too late for that. The Supplicant would spot a lie; she was certain of it. And she could not bring herself to betray the hope in his eyes. But there would be consequences. She looked away.

"The Nightstage is where mortal dreams happen," she said, and immediately wondered why she'd said it. He knew that; it was in his eyes where the stone used to be. That and other things. Damn it all, who is he? She went on with barely a pause. "From the Nightstage there is a place beyond and a place below. I... I think you're in the place beyond."

Belor said nothing. Tagramon was in a rage. "Blasphemy! There is nothing beyond the Nightstage that is the province of mortals. Dreamer Joslyn, you have sinned terribly!"

Dreamer Joslyn wasn't listening. The Supplicant was smiling at her, something she had been totally unable to imagine scant moments before. Now it seemed the most natural thing in the world.

"I cannot apologize enough for Joslyn's nonsense," the Dream Master said, "Rest assured that she'll be punished for it."

"I'll rest better if she isn't," Ghost said, softly. He placed a gold coin in her palm and released her hand. "Thank you for the dream."

Joslyn fell into the ritual by long habit. "Is it all that you wished?"

He nodded. "I am satisfied."

The stranger turned and left without another word. Joslyn watched him go while Tagramon glared at her.

"Girl," he said, "you have much to answer for."

The effects of the drug were finally wearing off; Joslyn was just conscious enough to realize how true that was. Just then a week without sleep didn't seem so terrible, but of course it was beyond that now. How far beyond she didn't want to guess.

Belor snapped out an order, and two White Robes appeared. "Escort Dreamer Joslyn to her rooms," he said.

Now there were two harpy-grips on her shoulders, and Joslyn smiled ruefully.

Too far.




 
  


Chapter 5—Ghost
 

True night had fallen on Ly Ossia. At the Temple of the Dreamer the beacons were lit and the mirrors in place. They cast a yellow glow on the bellies of low, scudding clouds. Most of the city was settled in and covered for the night, but one street in an older section of the city was only now beginning to stir. Hooded lanterns glowed softly along its entire length, and business there was brisk though discreet. It was called the Street of Sighs, among other things.

For the flickering life of him, Ghost couldn't remember why he was there. He walked slowly, hood up and face hidden in the poor light. His ascetic's robes raised few eyebrows, and no one questioned him. The Street of Sighs was one place where folk understood the necessity of minding their own business.

Ghost was grateful for that, but as for why he was there in the first place... it had something to do with the girl named Joslyn. A feeling came to him—for awhile—after her augury. Hope? Possible, but it had been a long time; he couldn't be sure. But he was sure of what the experience was like.

It was like being alive.

And he remembered what that feeling had made him try to do. The woman he found was beautiful and kind, but it just didn't work. He had paid her anyway and retreated back into the night. The memory still smarted, but it wasn't the embarrassment; Ghost was past that. It was the proof that he couldn't tell delusion from truth. How would he know the difference when the time came? If the time came...

Ghost put that aside and tried to concentrate on his next step. Speak to that dreamer... Joslyn? in private? Yes, of course he must. But it wouldn't be easy. The status of Temple Dreamers under Tagramon's stewardship was rather like that of the Imperial Governor's concubines—part pampered darlings, part closely-watched slaves. They were Blessed of Somna, comforters of the faithful and terrifiers of the guilty. They also brought far more gold into the Temple than simple piety would ever manage. While technically free and revered Citizens of the Empire, in practice the Dreamers were circumscribed and 'protected' like the valuable property they were. Ghost seemed to remember a time when it had all been different, but he wasn't certain if the memory was true. He shrugged; true or no it made no difference now. And the problem remained.

Not easy at all.

Absorbed in thought, Ghost nearly collided with the two large young men who blocked his path.

"Come with us, Sir."

Rather polite, as thieves go. Ghost didn't respond, and the two exchanged glances. One drew back the sleeve of his robe to show a glint of steel. "I said—"

"And I heard you," Ghost sighed. "Where is it you want me to go?"

"With us," repeated the larger of the two. He wasn't quite so polite this time.

Ghost considered. He had some mild curiosity about their intentions, but satisfying it would prove risky. And there was the loss of time to consider, time that was growing more precious every day. All in all, it just didn't seem like a good idea. "No thank you," Ghost said, "Perhaps another day?"

As one they stepped forward, daggers out and ready. In that instant the world quivered just the tiniest bit, but that little spasm went unnoticed in the wake of the next instant, and what happened then was at once too fast and too slow: too fast for comprehension, too slow and clear for the would-be kidnappers' sanity.

It wasn't much of a change; most of the world went on pretty much as before—on the Grass Sea a group of brigands rode one way and not another, in Darsa a young prostitute gave birth to a human child and not a monster, and on the merchant's street in Ly Ossia a nervous man slipped into Musa's shop for his monthly treat of Flowering Succubus still convinced that his wife knew nothing about it. But on the Street of Sighs reality was just a bit altered—instead of daggers two dazed young men held red roses in their hands, and Ghost was gone as if he'd never been there in the first place.

The two looked at each other with the same expression at the same time—the wild stare of drowning men ready to grab onto anything at all.

"What... what do we tell the Master?"

The other didn't answer right away. He turned the rose this way and that in his hand, feeling for an invisible edge. He found a thorn instead and sucked his thumb, looking thoughtful. A woman appeared in the window above them. She was young like them, with long fair hair. The second acolyte smiled an odd smile and tossed her his rose. She caught it deftly and held it to her nose, then smiled and waved at him. He waved back and started into the open doorway, pausing for just a moment on the threshold. "We tell him the man got away. Isn't that what happened?" he asked over his shoulder, "More or less?"

He left the other standing miserable in the street.

*

The Night and Day souls that together were Joslyn both slept. A small copper brazier fumed near her rough straw pallet, and the smoke hovered over her still form like a specter. In time the charcoal fell to ash, the brazier cooled, the smoke dispersed. When it was completely gone Joslyn opened her eyes. She sat up feeling stiff, sore, and confused. This wasn't her room. It was bare and damp, with a narrow oak door and no windows except a tiny barred one in the door. She looked around the cell and got up, slowly.

Definitely too far.

She made one complete circle of the room, her fingers trailing against the cool stone. She tried the door to be certain it was locked. It was. She looked both ways out the little window but could see nothing but a fragment of corridor either way. She shrugged and sat down on her prickly bed.

The time since the augury wasn't clear in her mind. She remembered being taken back to her quarters, and later Belor storming in with a gang of acolytes, and then... a goblet. Belor made her drink something.

And now here she was. Wherever 'here' was. But why couldn't she remember being on the nightstage? Joslyn knew why she didn't remember her dreams; you must have a dream in order to remember it. But she should have remembered moving about the nightstage; she'd been asleep hours, by the feel of it. And all she could remember was an odor like the smoke from burnt feathers that filled her sleep and left room for nothing else.

She smelled it still.

Joslyn leaned over and cautiously sniffed the brazier. The same. She sat back, letting out her breath in one gust.

Sweet Oblivion.

Joslyn had almost forgotten about that one, though she'd heard Musa tell of it. But why use it on her?

Joslyn shuddered and tried not to think about it any more. The Dream Master would no doubt reveal her punishment when he was ready, and until then there was no point imagining better --

"You're awake. Excellent."

Tagramon's face was framed by the bars on the window, and illuminated by a single torch. A lot of questions went through Joslyn's mind just then: why hadn't she heard him approach, and what he would do, but most of all she wondered why he looked so terribly sad.

"At your service, Master."

He shook his head slowly. Joslyn thought for a moment that he was going to weep.

"No longer. That pains me more than words have strength to bear, Joslyn. I never told you, of course, but, of all the dreamers I've trained, you were the best. I want you to know that."

Joslyn still didn't know that, because a word he used snagged at her mind like a bare root and sent it sprawling.

Were?

"I failed one augury," she said, "as did others. Surely you won't turn me out for that?"

"You didn't fail. That's the problem."

Joslyn frowned. "I couldn't find him."

"But you know he could be found. That's something really astounding, Joslyn. But don't worry; you won't be leaving the Temple."

It sank in. Despite all the pits and walls of reason she tried to set in its path. Tagramon nodded. "You understand now."

"But why?" Joslyn demanded, "why is he so important?"

"I can't tell you that. I'm truly sorry."

He sounded like a merchant fresh out of lentils. Sorry, so sorry. No reasons for dying today. Joslyn's shock passed through astonishment and into anger with giant strides. "Damn you, I have a right to know!"

He shrugged. "Surely. But if I tell you'll call me insane, and I don't think I could bear that. You may call me cruel and selfish if that helps any."

It did not. "I think you are insane!"

Tagramon wasn't the least bit ruffled. "You may think whatever you wish. But as long as the reason isn't dancing merrily before your limited mind you can't be certain. It's a fine distinction, but to my mind a valid one." He yawned. "When you sleep again it'll be done. There'll be no pain. Stay awake as long as you wish—or can—but I'd advise not to prolong the inevitable. That helps no one."

He left, carrying the torch with him. Joslyn slumped against a wall and tried to think. Tagramon was clearly tired; he hadn't slept since the augury by the look of him. He would retire soon... he must! Joslyn reached under her robe very carefully, praying that what she had hidden there was undisturbed. Her fingers closed on the paper bundle and she stopped holding her breath. She unwrapped the paper until the sleeping crystals showed as a faint patch of white in the gloom.

What if they're watching me already?

Possible, but Joslyn didn't think so. If the Dream Master meant to sleep now—and she was only hopeful about that—then there was no hurry. Despite his melancholia Joslyn was certain he'd be present when they killed her. And even a Temple Dreamer wouldn't be expected to sleep again so soon, so there would be no smothering drug to keep her nightsoul penned.

Joslyn shrugged; there was no point worrying. If she was wrong, she lost nothing not already forfeit. But if she was right, then there would be a small chance to salvage something.

Revenge.

She waited as long as she dared, then creased the paper and poured the drug into her mouth. She had no water; the crystals felt like sand in her throat and the bitterness brought tears to her eyes. She almost gagged, and grimly worked her tongue until a trickle of spit gathered, then swallowed. She did it again and the effort nearly made her sick, but the drug went down. The taste never did.

Awful.

Joslyn lay back on the straw, closed her eyes, and started a silent prayer to Somna the Dreamer. She almost finished it.

*

Ghost watched the entrance to the Temple. Two acolytes in plain white robes flanked the door, their hands hidden under long sleeves.

Carrying steel, no doubt.

It puzzled him—why would the Temple of Somna need armed guards? Granted, thieves sometimes tried their luck against the Temple. There was certainly gold about for those clever or bold enough to take it, and it was certainly a fine thing to be rich.

Provided you never went to sleep again.

The lucky ones returned their spoils, begging forgiveness and the honor of paying a very stiff penance. Those more stubborn or greedy held out longer than their sanity. Guards there were, but nothing so crude as this.

What to do?

The only thing he could do, for now. Ghost watched, and waited.

*

Tagramon's nightsoul wasn't hard to find. It was vibrant and glowing; it strutted the stage with the attention-grabbing presence of a veteran actor. Joslyn hid herself in the misty curtains, watching. And waiting. But a new emotion had been added to fear and anger—fascination.

What's he doing?

Agmen a wore a robe of pure light. It bathed his body and limbs like an endless flash of lightning. His hands weaved the pattern of an ancient blessing, and as he moved bits of his robe—no, his body—tore away like wisps of smoke in a high wind, only to settle and reform, glowing, on the stage as tiny men and women. They took on a life of their own, fighting, loving, living under the stern but benevolent gaze of the Dream Master. With a wave of his little finger he gave life, and took it back again. Joslyn understood, and her smile was white and cold.

The bastard thinks he's a god!

She shrugged. Why not? It wasn't so very different from what he had in mind for her. With a wave of his hand he would take her life, too, only he wouldn't be able to give it back. Joslyn felt her anger rising, and she made no effort to hold it in check. With hope gone, hate was the only weapon she had. She honed it to a fine edge and awaited her chance.

Tagramon pointed at a young girl, little more than a candle-flicker in the grand design. "Die," he said.

"No," she said.

The Dream Master's jaw dropped in astonishment and his raiment of light dimmed a bit. With a shaft of pure loathing Joslyn snuffed it out completely, leaving nothing but ashes. A look of bewilderment came to Tagramon's face, and Joslyn laughed. The Dream Master turned at the sound and squinted into the grayness, but Joslyn had already retreated into the mist. He looked back at the defiant little spark before him. "You are mine," he said, "This dream is mine."

"You are mine," she answered in her tiny voice, "and the dream be damned."

The Dream Master cursed and his robe blazed anew. Spires of light surrounded his face like a halo around the sun. The candle-girl laughed at him. "Where there are gods there must be devils..."

She began to grow. And change. And change. She was a goddess. She was a beast. She was Gahon the Destroyer incarnate, a red horned thing with teeth and talons flashing white. She was his very own Death, personal and immediate.

Tagramon screamed and the flame went out for good. The play changed. There is a nether-world spoken of by the Priests of Malitus, a place of eternal torment for those who do not work hard enough to end the world. Tagramon stood in the lowest pit of Damnation. The demon flicked out a scaly paw and batted the Dream Master face down on the cracked, stinking earth.

The One Nearest Somna was a pathetic sight. His body was covered with charred scraps of cloth, his hair and beard with steaks of dirt and filth. He covered his face. "Mercy, Great One!"

The demon grinned, its teeth now row on row of rusty iron spikes. "As much as you've shown, most certainly. The Dreamer does love balance."

Tagramon suddenly looked up and Joslyn, startled, took one step backward. The demon mirrored her movement.

"If Somna loves balance the Spawn of Gahon do not," he said. His voice was like cracking ice. In another moment he was on his feet. He looked the demon-image up and down with a critical eye. "You fooled me for a while—I give you that. Who are you?"

Joslyn didn't waste time trying to regain control; it was lost. The demon sprang on the Dream Master who staggered back despite himself. He waved his hands frantically and the image disappeared, but in that instant Joslyn withdrew still farther. Tagramon looked about, furious. "It's Joslyn, isn't it?" he asked, "I don't know how you managed, but it has to be you. No one else could have penetrated my dream."

She couldn't resist. You flatter me.

Tagramon smiled, and kept scanning the mist with quick bright eyes. "Not at all. Alyssa, young Ter, even Pari... they're babes next to you. They can't affect a dream, did you know that? They can barely observe one that isn't their own."

Joslyn was surprised, and wondered if he was lying. It seemed such a natural thing to do --

The fireballs appeared out of nothing, blossoming at the edge of the dream and fanning outward. The mist retreated from them.

Careless...

Joslyn smothered the curses; there was no time. She crouched low, selected a fireball on the far side of the circle, and snuffed it out with a blast of pure, desperate will. Tagramon expanded his dream to cover that area, bring it to light. Joslyn wasn't there. Joslyn put out another fireball, and again the Dream Master pulled the area into his dream. Nothing.

"You little bitch!"

Joslyn took a deep breath and the fireball approaching her went out. Tagramon hesitated and then Joslyn was away, into a place once lit but now discarded by the Dream Master. One by one she snuffed the other lights.

Tagramon stood alone. He nodded, slowly. "Well played, but pointless. Why attack me?"

You're having me killed. It seemed the thing to do.

"But I take no pleasure in your death; don't you see that? And now you go and ruin an old man's harmless fantasy. You're a cruel child, Joslyn."

Joslyn felt a little numb. Did he actually believe what he was saying? If yes then he was insane, and she had all the proof she needed. If not—she looked around slowly, careful not to lose sight of her opponent. She saw nothing. What was he up to?

She sent her thoughts to him again. I take my death rather personally.

He dismissed that. "Child, the end I planned for you was quick and clean. It still could be. Return and wait for me."

For answer, Joslyn set him on fire. The image held for a moment and Tagramon twisted in agony. In that moment the reality of the scene wavered, like a shadow cast by a dying candle.

Almost.

That had been her intention from the first—attack and drive the great Dream Master from his own dream as from a nightmare. Make him hurt, just a little, for killing her.

But the dream was not destroyed. Tagramon stood up, slowly, and when he could speak again his tone hadn't altered in the slightest. "Joslyn, you will regret that."

What are you going to do? Kill me?

He laughed, and a charred piece of flesh fell from his face. "Joslyn, this may be a revelation to one so young, but Death isn't the most that can happen to a person." 

She heard it then, something in the distant mist. Something that whispered like the wind. Joslyn saw flickers of movement.

"You see them now, don't you? Wait a bit, Child. It won't be much longer."

I'm no child and I'm through waiting.

Joslyn flitted away from the light of his dream, out to where the mists boiled in the wakes of... something. They moved with a whisper and a moan and they headed unerringly toward her. Joslyn stopped. She decided to wait after all.

*

When Belor sent the acolyte named Chel to search Joslyn's rooms his instructions weren't very specific. "Look for anything unusual." Chel hadn't dared ask the High Priest just what he might consider 'unusual,' he merely hoped he would know it when he saw it. That proved no problem at all. The door Chel had left open closed very softly behind him. He turned, and there stood a hooded man carrying a small knife. The man held the knife to Chel's stomach and the blade suddenly looked much larger. Chel stood, mesmerized, his eyes on the bright steel.

"Young man," the intruder said, "I'm in a hurry. A dreamer named Joslyn is somewhere in this Temple. Tell me where she is or I'll kill you."

It never occurred to Chel that the man might be bluffing. It wasn't anger, or determination in the stranger's tone that convinced him—there was neither. It was the total lack of emotion. The man could have been talking about gutting a fish. Chel licked his lips.

The day had finally come.

Chel had dreamed of it now and again, as did most men who felt the call of a deity—martyrdom. To fall nobly, defending the Sanctuary of the Dreamer, or to expire under cruel torture, suffering delicious agonies in the name of the True Faith. As Chel felt the prick of the knife he thought how easy it would be to thrust forward, impaling himself on the sharp steel without a moan. And his killer would marvel at his dedication and faith. Except...

Except dying sword in hand at the Temple gates or stoicly on the rack was one thing. Knifed by a burglar, quite another. In the dark. With no one to see or remember.

Chel considered all of this. "She's in a cell in the catacombs," he said, "left corridor. You'll see the stairs."

"Turn around, please."

Chel obeyed, afraid the intruder was going to take the decision out of his hands. But in another instant pain blossomed at the back of his skull and not between his ribs. He just had time to feel relieved before losing consciousness.

*

Joslyn watched them coming. Tagramon was laughing. He doubled over and pounded his knee. "Stupid child," he gasped, "stupid, stupid—"

Joslyn set him on fire again. It didn't last long, but it did stop the laughter. She looked back into the mist trying to make out a size, a shape, anything. But there was no shape or size, no one thing to mark one boiling mass of dream-stuff from another, like so many identical hornets swarming madly from the nest.

What are they?

The Dream Master wiped soot from his nose. "Mustn't spoil the surprise."

Joslyn was still watching the mists when the lights came up. She stood revealed as Tagramon suddenly expanded the scope and sweep of his dream.

He grinned. "You should have been watching me."

Joslyn tried to run, but he didn't give her a chance. She was in The Dream Master's domain now, and her presence gave him the target he didn't have before. In an instant she was falling. The world vanished beneath her feet and there was nothing below her forever and ever but a cold black void without light or hope of ending. She screamed, and in another instant lay shaking at the Dream Master's feet.

"Not the same now, is it? Not so easy to strike and destroy when you can be touched by what others do."

Joslyn didn't answer; he was right and she knew it. From outside the dream her targets were carefully chosen, her will unimpeded, and the victim left with no one to fight. But now she was within the dream, vulnerable, and it wasn't her dream. She got up and braced her mind for the first attack.

She didn't wait long. With a thought Tagramon killed her. Skeletal apparitions appeared on either side of her and as one they drove rusted daggers into her breast. One laughed harshly as the other twisted his weapon in Joslyn's flesh till the blade snapped.

There were those who believe that when you die in a dream you die for real, but that was nonsense. Joslyn knew the pain wasn't real. But knowledge wasn't the same as belief. She saw her blood, felt the steel burning in her flesh, and for that instant believed in the pain. She felt her heart stop, her body die...

Joslyn seized the thought with desperate strength. There was no body—she was the nightsoul. There was will against will here, nothing more. The pain went away, she no longer tasted blood on her tongue. Joslyn opened her eyes.

Tagramon gave a stiff little bow. "Well done," he said, and then he buried her.

Joslyn lay wedged into a narrow coffin of stone; the weight of earth above her put tiny cracks through the lid and dust and pebbles filtered down to cover her mouth and throat. She couldn't move, couldn't breathe. Her mind filled with horror and she clawed at the lid knowing it was useless, useless...

No!

She lay on her back, arms crossed over her face. She let them fall to her sides and there was Tagramon smiling down at her. "How much more can you take, I wonder? Surely not a lot—"

Joslyn struck. She lashed out with all the hate his smiling face conjured. It flowed from her like a black tide, a gathering darkness that would flow over and smother the life out of him. Tagramon regarded the apparition with polite interest for a moment, then clapped his hands. It vanished.

Joslyn shook her head from side to side. Not possible...

She was dumbfounded. Until then they had played at illusion, conjuring fears out of nothing like two children shouting 'boo!' But the hate was different. The hate was real. And the Dream Master made it go away.

Joslyn still felt the hate inside her—that was one well with no bottom—but the part that could be felt and seen and used as a manifestation of will was gone. She was powerless to do more, and the Dream Master knew it. He stepped back and waited for her to sit up.

"How... how did you do that?"

"I've much to do," he said, ignoring the question, "and this little escapade has cost me enough time. Look around you, girl. Don't worry: no tricks this time."

Joslyn obeyed, and saw them. They ringed Tagramon's dream and they now had forms; they looked like men made of shadow. She could sense their eyes on her, but the light of Tagramon's dream did not enter them. "They're real," she said.

He nodded looking pleased. "Like your misguided hate, Joslyn. Quite real." He turned to the circle of shadows. "Take her."

Joslyn managed to get to her feet, but there was no place to run. She tried to dismiss the shadows; they didn't even waver.

One way out.

It meant failure and death, but those were weak threats next to the promise of the shadows. Joslyn willed herself away, back to the waking world of dungeons and discreet murder.

Nothing happened. An instant of panic and confusion, then Joslyn remembered the drug. It was neither normal sleep nor dreamer-discipline that had opened the nightstage door to her, and nothing she could do would close it. After all the effort spent seeking time to explore the nightstage, the irony was too much. Joslyn laughed, but the shadows pressed her close and the laughter died. Long cold fingers closed on her arms, legs, and throat. She kicked and screamed, anger returning in full battle array. "The Dreamer damn you!"

Something struck her hard in the face and the dream vanished, her part in it ripped to shreds by an explosion of light.

*

Joslyn came to in her cell in the catacombs. A blurry face loomed over her and her cheek burned as if she'd been branded. Joslyn struck at the blur, weakly, but strong hands trapped her wrists and held her still.

"Easy, Joslyn."

The voice was familiar. Joslyn stopped fighting and blinked till she could see again. "You—you're the Supplicant."

He let her go and nodded, pleasantly. "You remember me. I'm glad."

Joslyn needed help to sit up, and her sight was still somewhat blurred. The man pulled down her lower eyelids with his thumbs and examined the whites. Joslyn was too tired and confused to resist. After a moment he nodded. "Nightseed. Small wonder you couldn't return when things got out of hand."

Joslyn rubbed her eyes. "What do you know of that?"

He shrugged. "Enough to know that even a Temple Dreamer can't be trapped by such a simple thing as nightmare... assuming it's her own." He looked at her, speculatively, but Joslyn said nothing. He smiled. "No matter. I need to speak with you, Joslyn. I think you can guess the subject."

She stifled a yawn. "I told you all I know at the augury."

"Perhaps you don't realize all you know," he said, "but that can wait. I think you're in some sort of trouble. Am I wrong?"

Joslyn didn't know whether to laugh or hit him. There was something definitely wrong with her rescuer, something... distant. Not fully aware. But right then it was all a little too complicated, and her head hurt. "No, you're not wrong. The Dream Master is going to kill me," she said, massaging her throbbing forehead. "Personally now, I'll wager."

He seemed to consider this. "Well, then... if we're ever going to have that conversation I think we should leave immediately. Can you walk?"

"I think so..." Joslyn tried to get up and collapsed into an embarrassed heap. "No, I guess not."

The stranger lifted her with little effort and carried her out the door. In the corridor Joslyn could see the narrow slots cut into the stone to receive the Blessed Dead, and here and there a pale glimmer of bone in the torchlight. A thick-muscled guard lay sprawled on the flagstones, his chest rising and falling slowly.

Joslyn looked at the guard, then at her rescuer, her eyes narrowing. "Who are you?"

"You may call me Ghost."

Joslyn considered this as best she could, and wondered for a moment if she might be better off back in her cell. "Is that your name?"

He smiled. "No, but it'll have to do. For both of us."




 
  


Chapter 6—The Way Out
 

Musa opened the door for the third time in as many minutes, but nothing moved in the dark street. She pushed the door shut and leaned against it. "I'm finished," she announced, "Done for."

Joslyn slumped forward on one of Musa's stools, both hands over her face. "You didn't have to let us in," she mumbled.

"Certainly not," Musa said, "I could have left you on my doorstep until the Watchers came, then spent the rest of a tragically shortened life explaining what you were doing there in the first place. Stop talking nonsense."

Joslyn put her hands in her lap. "Sorry, Musa. I didn't know where else to go."

"As in the old days—steal a loaf and Musa will hide you. Some oaf craves your fair little body and Musa will hide you. When you went into the Temple I thought `there's one less worry for poor old Musa.' Silly notion..."

They all heard the shouts, and the sound of running. Musa cracked the door open one more time and Joslyn saw the orange flare of torches over her shoulder. Musa shut the door and looked at her. "White Robes. Joslyn, what have you done?"

"I wish I knew. It has something to do with him," she said, and nodded at Ghost, who wandered about the shop examining the bottles and jars, oblivious.

"And just who is `him'?" Musa inquired.

"Ghost," said Ghost, squinting at a label. Musa stared at him for a moment then sat back down. The chair groaned.

"From the beginning, Joslyn," she said, "and don't leave out a thing or I will put you out."

Joslyn told of her augury and its aftermath, though not without several pauses when her memory turned cloudy. She even mentioned the harpy. Musa listened to it all, not prompting, not commenting, not hurrying. Ghost finished his survey of the room and now studied Musa with the same curious frown on his face.

When Joslyn was done Musa looked at Ghost with renewed interest. "When did it happen?"

Ghost shrugged. "I'm not sure... a year or two. One morning I woke with no memory of my dreams."

"Many people don't remember their dreams," Joslyn said.

He shook his head, slowly. "I wasn't one of them."

Musa laughed. "I dare say! What is your Order?"

"Traveler, Somnal Dera. At least, I think it was."

Something... a glance, a gesture, passed between Musa and Ghost, something Joslyn didn't quite catch. And what did he call her..? Joslyn glared at both of them. "What are you talking about?"

There was a subtle shift in Musa's bearing, and no trace at all of the fear that was so evident before. "Child—and you are, so don't quibble—can't you even now recognize another adept when you meet one?"

Joslyn stared. "Him?"

Musa sighed. "Yes, Sweetness. And of an ancient, respected discipline. Or did you swallow that tripe about the Temple having a monopoly on dreamcraft?"

"No," Joslyn said. "I've met others now and again. They blunder through the Nightstage like children loose in a potter's shop, pulling images from their rightful places and molding them into unnatural shapes that last only until the poor things rip themselves apart in disgust. You mean you're of that lot?"

Ghost almost looked hurt, but mostly he looked confused. "No... at least I don't think so. I was searching for patterns, not creating them. I must have searched too far."

"Beyond this 'Wall' Joslyn mentions?" Musa asked.

"I don't know about that. My Nightsoul knew, I think, but he never got a chance to tell me."

It sounded strange the way Ghost spoke of the Nightsoul as something not a part of him, but she couldn't deny that it was accurate just now. That was a problem, but not the immediate one. "Musa, we need to hide here for a while."

"That's not possible."

Now Joslyn looked hurt. "You'd really turn us out?"

Musa chuckled softly. "Joslyn, you do have a talent for avoiding painful truth. Think! The houses and streets aren't the only places the Dream Master will search for you. The only hiding place for you now is distance."

Joslyn understood. She didn't want to. "You mean leave Ly Ossia?"

"As I see it you don't have a choice."

Musa was right. There was no safe place for her, but distance from the Ly Ossian Nightstage would make the search more difficult. But the thought frightened her in a way Tagramon did not. She was a child of Ly Ossia: first its streets, then the Temple. Here she knew what might happen; the world outside the city walls was one great unknown.

Ghost broke his silence. "I'm afraid..." He hesitated, and Joslyn could almost feel him grope past that odd name he had given Musa, "I'm afraid Musa is right. He wouldn't find me so easily, but I must go where you go. I need your help."

Joslyn shrugged, resigned. "I'm not sure I have any to give," she said, "but you saved my life, and if its partly your fault I'm in this mess it's at least as much my own."

"Agreement among all human beings in one room," Musa said, calling the Dreamer to witness, "Truly a remarkable day."

"But where can we go?"

"I have... associates, in Darsa," Musa said carefully. "I'll give you some writing that will mark you to them; perhaps there you can stay out of sight for a while."

Joslyn bowed to the inevitable. "All right, but I mean to know something first—were you the harpy?"

Musa smiled. "I'm an old woman, Joslyn. I don't pay much attention to my dreams these days."

Joslyn thought Musa's smile was quite like that on the statue of the Reclining Dreamer—both spoke of closed doors and secrets. Joslyn's reaction was the same.

Liar.

*

While Ghost and Joslyn planned their escape from Ly Ossia others tried to do the same. Belor worked at a large wooden table in the Temple Archives. On the near wall a honey-comb of niches held hundreds of rolled maps tucked neatly into its cells. One of those maps was spread out him and held in place by a guttering candle one side and a dusty book on the other. The candle made the details on the map dance with the shadows.

Where will it be?

A cough at the door made him turn. Tagramon stood just inside he door, the poor light making him squint. "Belor? Is that you?"

"Yes, Master. I gather you've given the dreamers their instructions?"

Tagramon brushed a cobweb from his sleeve. "And assigned Acolytes to help watch the gates. She can't get away."

Belor's finger traced a line on the map. It stopped at an obscure reference to the south wall. "What about the Supplicant?"

Tagramon peered over his shoulder. "We find her and I wager we find him. What is this?"

"A map of the city. I wondered if there were any other exits."

"There are not. Unless... Belor, do you know what you have there?"

"A map, as I said."

"No, old friend. Surely you've noticed the sorry state of the city walls? Before the Darsan uprising was crushed, Governor Loban Tal was just nervous enough to consider repairing them. He commissioned a study of the damage; this is it."

Belor shrugged. "There were some notes I couldn't make out. My eyes aren't what they were."

"That must be why you didn't notice the break here." Tagramon tapped a point on the map not an inch from Belor's finger. "West from the south gate, three hundred and twenty-seven feet. Two by four and one half feet."

"Quite large enough. But would Joslyn know of it?"

Tagramon scowled. "When I discovered her Joslyn was a dirty street child and a thief. I'd wager she knows Ly Ossia better than the Watchers do."

"Since the Watchers are all Easterners that's not surprising... Master, our men are already spread thin. If we can persuade the Governor to cover this hole for us we should recapture Joslyn easily enough."

The Dream Master smiled coldly. "I look forward to it."

The High Priest noted the position of the crack very carefully and blew out the candle. "As do we all, Master. As do we all."

*

Joslyn felt her way along the wall, a traveler's bundle heavy on her back. Before they left, Musa had brewed a batch of strong herbal tea to combat the remnants of Nightseed still in Joslyn's blood. It was working—her senses felt heightened, and her eyes burned from a peculiar reluctance to blink, as if they might miss something fantastic and precious in that one instant.

She heard Ghost stumble behind her. "Shhh!"

"Sorry," he whispered, "I'm not very good at this."

She felt his hand on her arm and waited till he drew closer. They were in a part of the city little used, except by those who had no choice. It had held the city barracks from the time when Ly Ossia had been a free state. When the Imperium pushed west the old keep and surrounding buildings were converted into warehouses, and finally abandoned. It was a dangerous place now. The shells of empty buildings loomed tall and skeletal in the poor light, and Joslyn thought anything alive in them would surely make a sound like thunder.

Ghost's grip tightened on her arm. "I thought I heard something," he said.

"A rat, more than likely. Nothing else would live here." It was a lie, but she took a little comfort from it. She listened for herself, heard nothing but night sounds: the howl of a hunting tom, the rasping scuttle of what probably was a rat. She started moving again and Ghost followed. The second time it was Joslyn who stopped. "You were right. Someone is following us."

Now it was out, admitted. There was someone behind them, probably one of the burned-out souls who denned in among crumbling walls and would cut a throat for a scrap of food. Joslyn took Ghost's hand and hurried him along like a stubborn child. "Come on."

They paced the wall at a near run, crouching low. Joslyn bounced off the rough stone once, and then again, this time numbing her arm to the elbow.

"Halt!"

They halted. Froze, to be more accurate. Joslyn's mind worked frantically. That was no sewer-rat.

Someone opened a reflective lantern, blinding them. Joslyn shielded her eyes but could only make out a gloved hand holding the lantern, and the shining tip of a spear.

"In the name of the Imperial Govern—"

The lantern fell with a clang, the body with a thump. Joslyn got a glimpse of an Imperial Watcher with a crossbow bolt sprouting from his chest like a barbed rose. In another instant the lantern hissed and died and they were blinded by the return to darkness. Afraid to move, afraid to breathe, Joslyn waited for the second bolt to rip into her body.

Ghost shook her. "We should keep moving."

Joslyn pulled away, eyes still tightly shut. "They'll hear you!"

He forced her to stand. "Whoever 'they' are, I don't think they mean to kill us. We were pinned in the light like two rabbits, but the guard took the bolt."

Joslyn opened her eyes, now accustomed to darkness again. For a time she had put hope aside for a chance at revenge; now she had a chance at life instead, and hope returned. But it brought fear with it like a dark sister. And Ghost, damn him, was leading her like a calf in halter. But her anger couldn't keep her from pulling closer. "Aren't you afraid?"

He shook his head. "No. I'm not boasting, mind. I should be afraid. It's not right."

Right or not, Ghost kept her moving until they found the crack. Others were there before them. Two Watchers, one hidden behind a pile of rubble near the break. They lay in grotesque poses, their throats slashed. Not a quick cut, not a simple assassination. Their killers had worked with little art, but much enthusiasm. Joslyn felt something sour and burning at the back of her throat. "I don't understand this..."

Ghost studied the corpses. "Seems simple enough. The Temple knew about this hole. These wretches were sent to catch us. Someone didn't want that to happen."

 Joslyn looked at the bloody remnants. "Whoever it is, I don't think they're our friends. I don't think they're anyone's friends."

Ghost went to the break in the wall. "Does that matter, so long as we do escape?"

"I don't know," she replied, "but I think it should."

Joslyn was the first to slip through the crack. The fit wasn't even close. Ghost took a bit of pushing and straining, as well as a small toll of flesh before he, too, stood outside the city walls. The wall cut off most of the lights from the city and shadowed their path. There were a few private estates outside the walls, built in the long peace of the Imperium. They kept as far from those as possible and they hurried away from the city. Joslyn looked back often, but there was no sign of pursuit. They passed over the first of a series of low, grassy hills to the south and Ly Ossia disappeared. All that remained in sight was the glow from the beacons on the Temple of Somna.

Joslyn looked back once too often and tripped over a stone. Ghost caught her before she fell. "You haven't been out of the city, have you? Not even outside the walls."

Joslyn shook her head, annoyed that it was so obvious. "Not since..." She stopped, and after a pause finished, lamely, "Not in a long time."

"Ly Ossia isn't the world. If anyone can understand what that means, a Dreamer should."

"It was my world. I can't make you understand that."

Ghost steadied her when she stumbled again. "Try. We have time."

"I have roamed far on the Nightstage; far beyond Ly Ossia. But the distance didn't matter, or what was there to entice or threaten; I always had a safe refuge. And now..." She spread her hands, helplessly.

Joslyn thought she saw a flicker of emotion on Ghost's face, but it could have been a trick of the moonlight. "I've done you evil," he said, "but there is something afoot in the Temple, and I can't help but think you would have been caught in it sooner or later, despite Musa's—" Ghost stopped, and this time the emotion was clear and present. He had said too much.

Joslyn made him face her. "I don't like secrets that concern me. Not from Tagramon and not from you. You need my help, you say. All right, maybe I need yours, too. But I won't go another step with you until you explain that. And why did you call Musa 'summer deary'?"

"'Somnal Dera'," Ghost corrected, "Oldspeech for 'Beloved of Somna.' I called her that because she is... was, I guess. She has changed so much—intentionally, I'm sure. She was quite beautiful then."

Joslyn shook him. "You're not telling me anything!"

"I'm not? Then I'll try again, though I'm sure Musa didn't want you—or anyone—to know. Back when the Temple was in Darsa, before the Emperor made it a present to Tagramon, Musa was Dream Master of the Temple of Somna."

*

Joslyn lay on a thick blanket spread on a thicker patch of grass. It wasn't exactly soft, but it was better than stone. She took little notice—it was all new to her, and if the fear was still present it had at least been joined by a few other emotions: curiosity, wonder, even a touch of excitement. It helped make the discomfort bearable.

How far had they traveled? Not far, surely, though it seemed like it. The night was older now; Ghost had kept them moving for a long time after dusk, and when he finally called a halt he wrapped himself in his cloak and settled on a mossy patch of earth. She watched him for a moment, then retreated back into her wild thoughts.

Musa, you should have told me.

Cowardly Musa, valiant Musa, all chiding affection and all severity by turns, and always what was needed precisely when Joslyn needed it. If Ly Ossia had been a safe haven, then Musa had made it so. Joslyn tried to remember a time when Musa wasn't there to help her. She couldn't. Musa was the only certainty in her life, after --

Damn!

Too late; the door was open again. Images tumbled out of broken walls and carried her along like an avalanche. Memories of sounds. Screams. Steel on steel and steel on flesh. Joslyn remembered someone holding her hand. She tried to remember the woman's face but all she got was a mirror of her own face, older. Not so old. Running, but not fast enough. Then she was alone.

She knew why, but she would not remember—the avalanche was nothing against her refusal. She would not remember what happened to the woman. Joslyn was now alone, and that was all that mattered. All alone in a narrow street, smoke stinging her eyes and bringing the tears that would not come for a better reason.

The time after that was not so clear to her, as if when the terror passed it left nothing behind it to burn the memories deep enough. Joslyn had a vague memory of being found by someone she knew and taken away from the screams and burning. After that, nothing at all for a long time. Then she was living under the care of an old man who drank and, sometimes, stole. She was fed and clothed as well as he could manage and he never hurt her, but she never called him Father and he never asked it. One day he died, before it even occurred to Joslyn to ask who had brought her to him, and why.

Joslyn shook her head. Getting careless.

Ghost shifted just a little in his sleep. Joslyn shivered and pulled her blanket closer around her thin shoulders, and finally lay back and looked up.

There it was.

Like in the Chamber of True Dreaming, and yet not like it at all. A wisp of dark cloud turned silver at the edges hid some of the stars. The moon rode low in the sky, soon to disappear, but Joslyn's attention was on the stars. There were many more stars in the real world, many more than she could have imagined in the light-curtained skies of the city. Joslyn started counting, and in the mad joy of it would stop for nothing but impatient sleep that had waited far too long.




 
  


Chapter 7—Wind Dancer
 

 Joslyn tried to pull the blanket over her head, but it was tangled in her legs and wouldn't come loose. She rolled over, eyes tight shut and hands over her face. "Put out that light!"

 "I'm not sure I can. Would you like me to try?"


Who... Joslyn sat up and opened her eyes. 'That light' was a yellow morning sun, just clear of the horizon. Ghost had a little fire going, and over it a copper kettle steamed. Joslyn smelled the spicy sweet aroma of rennit tea.

 Ghost poured a cupful. "Would you like some?"

 "Please..." Joslyn untangled herself from the blanket and took the cup gratefully. It eased the chill and did a lot to tame the bad taste in her mouth. Ghost took some biscuit and dried meat from his pack and they ate slowly, with frequent sips to help the food go down.

 Ghost finally dumped the dregs from his cup. "How did you sleep?" He wasn't just being polite; the question had been of concern to them both.

 Joslyn rubbed a spot on her shoulder. "Well enough... I kept close to the mist, tried not to move. That was hard, but I don't think anyone saw me."

 "Did you dream?"

 She frowned. "Of course not. Too easy to spot."

 He shook his head. "I wouldn't think so. They would be used to seeing scattered dreams from the outlying farms beyond the gates. One dream among many would blend better that a lone nightsoul loitering about."

 Joslyn kept groping for a sore spot on her back that was just out of reach. "I don't agree," she said.

 "As you wish..." Ghost moved behind her and began to massage her back. Joslyn started to pull away but it felt too good. She waited suspiciously for a more intimate move on his part, but there was none. He found the stiff places in her shoulders and along her spine and methodically eased them away.

 "You're very good at that."

 "I've slept on the ground enough to know where it hurts. With a little practice you'll be able to reach them yourself."

 Ghost put out the fire very carefully and packed up the food. Joslyn looked around, apparently uncomfortable.

 "There's no pursuit yet," Ghost said, "I've already checked."

 "It's not that," she said, "I have to... well, you know."

 For a moment it was clear that Ghost didn't know. Then the light dawned. "Oh. There's a large rock over the rise if you want privacy. I'll wait here."

 "You do that." Joslyn gathered her dignity and took it over the hill. From where she stood the earth seemed to slope away for miles before it leveled again, making one vast meadow that stretched from the southern to the eastern horizon. Long grasses and flowers rippled in a steady breeze.


The Grass Sea.

 The 'shore' only six miles from Ly Ossia and she couldn't remember ever seeing it. Joslyn drank it in until extreme discomfort reminded her of more urgent business. She found the rock Ghost spoke of, a massive boulder of black granite that seemed out of place on the smooth slope. Joslyn went to the far side and relieved herself. When she rose again she saw something near the base of the slope that she hadn't noticed before. "Ghost, come here!"

 Ghost quickly appeared at the crest of the hill. "What's wrong?"

 "What is that?"

 Ghost squinted against the sun, looking where she pointed. Something fluttered in the distance like a scrap of rainbow. It was almost lost against the huge backdrop of the Grass Sea.

 "Let's find out." Ghost went back over the hill and soon reappeared with Joslyn's pack. He handed it to her on his way by and continued down the slope without breaking stride.

 Joslyn adjusted her burden and hurried to catch him. "Do you think we should?"

 "Whatever it is, it's on our path. Avoiding it would take time we may not have."

 As they walked Joslyn felt the aches left over from the day before return to her legs. She made it a point not to mention them—that's one area Ghost wasn't going to touch, no matter how good a masseur he was.

 Closer, details of the object became clearer—the rainbow was a triangular sail striped red, yellow, and blue. The rest was an odd contraption that couldn't seem to decide whether it wanted to be a cart or a boat. It was twenty-five feet long and roughly box-like, though tapered at either end. It rested on three spoked wheels mounted on spidery legs of wickered wood, two in back and one in front. The left rear wheel was warped, several of its spokes shattered.

 Joslyn stared at it. "What in the world..."

 "A windship," Ghost said, "we may be in luck. I wonder where the owner is—"

 "Right here. Please don't do anything sudden."

 Joslyn's body obeyed well enough, but her heart and mind were racing. She saw Ghost turn and she copied him. Slowly. Behind them stood a woman of middle years. Her graying hair was covered by a bright red and yellow scarf, and she wore loose-fitting tunic and breeks of blue muslin. Joslyn took in all this with barely glance; the rest of her attention was all for the short barbed spear in the woman's right hand, and the ornate hilted dagger at her belt. The stranger's grip on the spear was light, almost relaxed, but Joslyn had no doubt of what would happen if she did anything to upset the woman.

 Ghost raised his right hand. "Aslen, Maedra Col."

 The woman looked surprised but covered it quickly and returned a greeting in what sounded like the same odd tongue. She and Ghost exchanged several unintelligible words. Joslyn kept silent, quite content to let Ghost speak. He at least seemed to know what he was doing. Joslyn kept her eyes on the spear, and after a few more words the woman smiled and lowered her weapon.

 "I just realized your friend here doesn't understand us." She spoke the city argot well enough, but with an odd lilting cadence.

 "Sorry, Joslyn," Ghost said, "I wasn't thinking. This is Deverea Telsif's Child. She's of the Cyerta... Windfolk, I think you'd call them."

 Joslyn stared at the woman. "You mean they really exist?"

 The woman said something to Ghost and he nodded.

 "What did she say?" Joslyn demanded.

 "I said 'to a city girl life a mile from the gates is the stuff of legends.' We do exist, despite the Emperor's best wishes, rot him."

 Joslyn, recalling the stories, could well imagine the Emperor's annoyance. A good part of the Imperial Treasury was made up of tariffs and fees dependent on Imperial control of the trade routes of the Empire. A tribe of nomads roaming the Grass Sea with the ease of sailors on the true ocean would be too scattered and mobile to regulate, especially so close to the frontier. Joslyn wondered if any of Musa's wares came to Ly Ossia on ships like this one.

 Ghost studied the broken wheel. "What happened?"

 Deverea shrugged it away. "Foolishness—I sailed too close to the hills and hit a stone. My people will miss me before long."

 Ghost's smile was little more than a shadow. "I don't think so."

 Deverea shifted her grip on the spear. It was barely noticeable, but Joslyn noticed it with no trouble at all. 

 Deverea smiled back. "What makes you think that?"

 "Hunter's Moon shrunk to nothing over a week ago," Ghost answered, "The winds are shifting to the east and your folk will be gathering in the forests near Trecastyn. They won't miss you till the Counting's well begun."

 Deverea moved just enough to keep both Joslyn and Ghost in clear sight. "I see you know more of my people than our language. How does that leave us?"

 "It leaves you stranded," Ghost said, "and vulnerable. Windfolk trading is good for Ly Ossia and the Governor is content to turn a blind eye, normally. But if the Watchers find you here he'd have to follow form. I think you know what that means."

 Joslyn's gaze was still frozen on the spear point, and odd curiosities were brewing in her mind. Such as how long it would take to die after being speared. What it felt like, and would she know what was happening as her life dripped away. Ghost, what are you doing?!

 "Clearly," Deverea said, "Do you propose alerting the Watchers yourself or are you merely making conversation?"

 "Neither. Joslyn and I need transportation to Darsa on the south coast. You need your ship repaired. I think we can make a bargain."

 The nomad woman kept her grip on her weapon, and there was open suspicion in her eyes. "The wheel can't be mended—don't you think I've tried? It'll have to be replaced, and even if we had the time there's no seasoned white oak for miles! I was close to abandoning my craft here when you came."

 Ghost squatted by the ship and eyed the broken wheel critically. "It doesn't look so bad to me... is it a deal?"

 Deverea looked toward the heavens. "Yes, for all the good of it."

 "More than you think, certainly. As I said, not so bad... spokes merely warped a little."

 As he spoke, both Joslyn and Deverea could see that the spokes were but slightly bent, not broken.

 Joslyn frowned. I could have sworn...

 Ghost gripped a spoke and bent it back into shape. Then another. Each time the wood groaned and creaked, but obeyed. Joslyn looked at Deverea, who was looking at her, and both with the same mad confusion in their eyes.

 "How did he do that?" Deverea asked. Her voice was a harsh whisper.

 "I don't—"

 She never finished. Something worse that the shock of seeing Ghost do the impossible struck her—terror. It nearly overwhelmed her; she almost gave in to the urge to run, it didn't matter where. Anywhere. And knowing all the while that no place was far enough. Later she tried to get a grip on the feeling, but only one image made sense—the memory of a dream wounded beyond recovery, one that was about to end. Another instant and the feeling passed, leaving her weak and trembling.

 Deverea didn't seem to notice. She was staring at the resurrected wheel. Joslyn was amazed at the difference: the spokes had been burst by impact—she knew that despite what her eyes said later—and the few that weren't shattered were twisted beyond repair. But now the spokes were tightly in line, row on alternating row, and the windship rested on even keel.

 Ghost stepped back and examined his work. "I think it'll hold."

 Deverea gave him a wide berth as she went to see for herself. Joslyn waited for Ghost, arms folded across her chest. "How did you do that?"

 He shrugged. "It wasn't that bad."

 "It most certainly was that bad. It was broken past fixing, and you fixed it. I want to know how, and if you dare tell me it's a secret I'll borrow Deverea's spear, see if I don't."

 Ghost looked unhappy. "I don't know. I wish I did."

 Joslyn shook her head. "That's not good enough."

 "But I honestly have no idea. It's something that's come about since my..." he groped for the right word, "Sundering. I once saw an aged master do something similar. He went into a waking trance for half a day, and the end all he managed was to change the color of a rose. It was a marvelous thing, but I can do far more with no effort at all now. No great changes, mind. Just things like walking past a White Robe without being seen. Or fixing that wheel."

 "You did more than fix it, Ghost. You remade it, changed broken wood to sound. What you did wasn't possible!"

 "Since I did do it you must be mistaken. And I told you I wasn't the first."

 Joslyn looked thoughtful. "Could we find this 'master' you spoke of? Perhaps there's a connection—"

 Ghost was shaking his head. "I thought of that, even before I came to Ly Ossia. He's been dead for many years."

 "Damn..."

 Deverea joined them, looking bewildered. "It's better than it was," she said. It sounded like an accusation. "Ghost man, are you a magician?"

 "Something like that, I suppose. I don't think there's a word for it."

 Joslyn thought of a few, but she didn't get to use them. She cocked her head, listening, and saw Deverea do the same.

 "Horses," Deverea said. "No doubt carrying soldiers. We'd best get moving."

 Joslyn scrambled into the stern while Ghost and Deverea swung the craft about and put its back to the breeze sweeping down from the hills. They climbed in and Deverea quickly trimmed the sail. It began to pop and rustle in the wind and Deverea took hold of the boomline. "Into the bow, both of you!"

 Joslyn ducked under the boom and crawled forward. The vessel shuddered, once, then began to move. Joslyn felt a little queasy. 

 The boom swung sharply right and Ghost leaned on the left rail. "I've sailed before," he said. "I can help."

 Deverea shot him a worried look but didn't argue. The craft was bouncing along now, faster with every moment as the woman let out more sail to catch the wind—too fast. The left rear wheel rose from the grass and the windship heeled to the right. Deverea slipped the line and the craft righted, but not before Joslyn banged her head on the deck. She lay where she fell, dazed.

 "Are you all right?" Ghost asked.

 "I would be," she yelled. "If I was walking."

 "I doubt it. Look behind us."

 Joslyn looked toward the hills bordering Ly Ossia. The spearpoints appeared first and then seven horsemen galloped over the last crest and down into the plain, and more followed. Joslyn stopped counting after twenty.

 Deverea glanced back. "Who are they after? You or me?"

 "If they catch us," said Joslyn, drily, "I don't think they'll draw fine distinctions."

 Deverea laughed and let out a little more line. The vessel picked up speed more smoothly this time, and the wheels hissed through the grass as if they sailed through a sea of snakes. The horsemen were gaining, but not rapidly.

 Joslyn sat up and put her back to the rail. "Can we outrun them?"

 Deverea concentrated on handling the ship. She didn't look back. "I didn't get a good look. Are they wearing iron?" 

 "Yes."

 "Then we can outrun them. Lie down, girl. Your weight's on the wrong side."

 Joslyn slid forward until she was lying on the deck again. She looked up into a cloudless, changeless sky and it robbed her of any sense of motion, leaving only the vibration of the windship beneath her. She looked over the side and speed returned. Hummocks of grass and weeds shot past beneath her, and the earth was a blur. Joslyn felt giddy.

 "We're losing them," Ghost said.

 Joslyn strained to see. The Watchers were no longer gaining ground; soon they weren't even holding the pace.

 "Keep down!" Deverea shouted.

 An arrow smacked into the deck an inch from Joslyn's foot and stuck there, quivering. Another fell short of the stern.

 "They started shooting too late," Deverea said, with satisfaction, "We'll be out of range soon."

 The nomad woman proved an adequate seer. The Watchers finally drew rein and immediately began to dwindle. Soon they were out of sight. Joslyn sat up. "They'd have caught us for sure."

 "I think you're right," Ghost said. There was nothing in his voice of near-disasters and lives saved by a whisper's echo. He could have been discussing the weather. "Deverea, our meeting was quite fortunate for all of us."

 Deverea shook her head, smiling. "The Wind Dancer takes care of her own. We met because she meant it to happen."

 Joslyn carefully worked her way by the mast, her eyes on the swaying boom. "Who is this 'Wind Dancer?'"

 "Ajel Kar, city girl—Mistress of the gale and the soft flowing breezes. The one we honor."

 "Your goddess," Joslyn said.

 "More than that. She is macler. Like your 'mother,' and more. Have you none like Ajel Kar? Whom do you honor?"

 Joslyn couldn't keep a tinge of pride out her voice. "I am of the Temple of Somna the Dreamer. I honor the Creator." Deverea smiled at her, and Joslyn had the distinct feeling that she smiled because she wanted to laugh. "Did I say something amusing?"

 "Yes," Deverea said flatly, "Among my people that's like saying you worship the seasons, or a blade of grass."

 A sudden gust heeled the ship a bit, and Deverea adjusted boom line and steering bar to straighten them out again. Joslyn glanced at Ghost to see if there was a warning on his face, some protocol or custom of Deverea's folk that she risked treading on, but Ghost's eyes were fixed ahead where the green horizon met the sky. Joslyn crossed her arms like a city preparing for siege. "I don't mean to offend you, Lady, but Somna isn't the same as a blade of grass."

 Deverea did laugh then. "In one very important respect they are exactly the same. Don't you know what that is?"

 "I can't imagine."

 Deverea leaned forward and said, "They don't care."

 Joslyn was so close to anger that she would have made it with much less of a push. "That's not true! Somna loves her creation!"

 Deverea nodded. "Of course. But you and I and the boils on the Emperor's arse are only tiny parts of that creation. And it is the creation, the pattern, that concerns the Dreamer. Individually we mean nothing to her."

 Ghost finally showed interest. "Are you saying it's wrong to worship the Dreamer?"

 She shrugged. "Not wrong—useless. Ajel Kar is concerned with the least of us, and can be moved to our aid. The Dreamer cannot."

 Joslyn listened to this exchange impatiently; a flaw in Deverea's reasoning was demanding challenge. "But if Somna is the Creator—and I've not heard you deny it—then the gods must be as much her work as we are. Who's to say that Ajel Kar isn't Somna's way of looking after your people?"

 Deverea inclined her head slightly in submission. "The origin of the gods is uncertain, but it is a worthy point and I will consider it. But even if true it changes nothing. We will always pray to one who listens; it's a matter of survival."

 Somewhat mollified, Joslyn let it drop. She turned her attention back to her surroundings—the tireless motion of the windship as it hissed through the grass, the wind on her face, the sunlight playing on dew-sparked weeds and flowers. The rest of her anger slowly faded against the wonder of it all.

 Deverea pointed off to the left. "Look there!"

 Joslyn had seen deer before: on a tapestry, in a dusty hallway. By candlelight. These little black and tan creatures were all living motion to the woven deers' pose, vibrant life to their stiff immortality. Their horns were delicate ivory spirals, and their wiry legs sent them through the grass in long graceful bounds. They paced the craft like dolphins.

 Deverea saw the question in Joslyn's eyes. "Telbok. I doubt you have a name for them, so you're welcome to use ours."

 Joslyn smiled at her, the argument forgotten. "Thank you."

 The telbok on Joslyn's side of the windship sprang across the bow and joined the larger group on the left side. Then as one they cut wide to the left and vanished. Joslyn joined Ghost on the left rail. "Weren't they beautiful?"

 A look of deep concentration on Ghost's face slowly faded. He looked at her. "What are you talking about?"

 "Why... the telbok! didn't you see them?"

 He shrugged. "I saw them. They were animals."

 Joslyn studied his face, and after a moment she was certain. He honestly didn't understand. "Ghost, how can you stand there and not be affected? How can you be so—" Joslyn wished she'd bitten her tongue.

 "Dead?" put in Ghost, helpfully. "And how could I be otherwise? The hearth is long cold and no one's home. Please don't forget or ignore what I am, Joslyn. I need you to find what I've lost, true, but just as much I need you to help me remember what that is. It's too much for me alone."

 Joslyn didn't look at him. "I didn't mean to offend you."

 "You didn't. I'm not sure it's possible... Deverea? May I take the tiller for a bit?"

 She looked skeptical. "It's not quite the same as water sailing."

 "I've done both. I know what the differences are."

 Deverea shrugged and helped Ghost slip into her place. He took the line and steering bar and almost immediately the nomad woman relaxed. Ghost's adjustments were quick and sure; it was clear even to Joslyn that he knew what he was doing. Deverea stretched gratefully and climbed down through the hatch by the mast. She soon reappeared carrying a wheel of cheese and a loaf of dark bread. She broke the loaf into three pieces and Joslyn helped her cut the wheel. Deverea carried bread and a hunk of cheese back to Ghost in the stern. He clamped the steering bar under one arm, steering the craft and eating as if he'd been doing both all his life, all at the same time.

 "The only way you learn to sail a windship is by sailing a windship," Deverea said, "Who was your teacher?"

 "I traveled with some of your folk when I was younger—Caelo Kender's Child's household. And I've been on the true sea."

 The words came slowly, as if Ghost was making up his past as he went along. Joslyn knew he wasn't imagining: he was remembering. And trying to understand why his memories should be important to him. At first Joslyn had been annoyed that Ghost had told her so little of his past, but now she was beginning to understand what memory was to Ghost. His apathy was a slow, remorseless tide that threatened to overwhelm the few fragments of life that were left to him. Joslyn didn't know how to help him, and, seeing the confusion and pain in his eyes, she did want to help him.

 "Why did you travel so much?" she asked, "Were you looking for something?"

 Ghost frowned, then slowly brightened. "You know, I believe I was—"

 "Gechek'de! Krascen lesos dess'ta..." Deverea scrambled back through the hatch.

 Joslyn stared. "What—?"

 "'Red hell.' And I believe the rest was a reference to 'boils on a pig's arse,'" translated Ghost, helpfully, "We're not safe yet."

 Joslyn looked where Ghost was looking and did a little swearing herself. A band of horsemen had appeared on the horizon directly in their path. "How did the Watchers get ahead of us?"

 "Those aren't Watchers. Those are brigands—"

 "They're slescha!" Deverea snarled, falling back on her own language when city argot apparently lacked a word vile enough to suit them. She crawled out of the hatch carrying a bow of dark horn, a quiver of yellow and green fletched arrows, and a bundle of javelins.

 Ghost had already turned the windship at an angle away from the riders, but it wouldn't be enough. The riders turned to intercept them. "We'll have to turn back and tack against the wind."

 "And slow to a crawl that even if it is fast enough—and it isn't—will take us right back to the arms of the Watchers. We'll have to fight." Deverea strung the bow deftly.

 "We'll lose. I count five... no, six."

 Joslyn said nothing. To her own surprise she was more angry than afraid. Escape so near and now a gang of common raiders appears like lightning out of a clear sky. It wasn't fair. "I thought the Empire kept the trade routes clear!"

 Deverea laughed. "It does—so far as the Emperor is concerned. The bandits learned the rules long ago: raid a windship and the Governor turns a blind eye. Raid an Imperial caravan and your body turns slowly in the breeze. They're scum, girl, but they're not stupid. By the way... is either of you an archer?"

 Joslyn just looked at her. Ghost smiled. "No, Lady. No warriors here."

 "Pity." Deverea untied the thong on the bundle of darts. They were about four feet long, with short barbed heads. She handed one to Joslyn. "Hold it so," Deverea instructed, grasping the javelin a third past center. "When you finish your throw your shoulder should be pointed at your target. That's if you're alive when they get close enough. They'll have bows, but I rather think they'll try to kill me or our steersman first."

 The nomad woman went about preparing for what probably was a doomed struggle with methodical calm. Joslyn was inwardly terrified, but she found Deverea's serenity infectious. "I gather you've been through this before."

 "Many times, Bless the Dancer, though I do miss my man Syl. He was the archer; all I had to do was keep the ship steady. Sweet idiot fell off the ship and broke his fool neck last Gathering."

 Joslyn watched the bandits getting closer. "I wish he was here now."

 Deverea winked. "So do I. On a cold night he was better than three blankets."

 Joslyn laughed despite herself. She tested the heft of her dart and tried to gauge their distance from the raiders. The bandits were closing rapidly.

 Deverea went to the foredeck, sat down and braced her feet against the rail. She nocked an arrow, drew and released with barely a pause. "Damn! I told you I'm no archer."

 Joslyn gasped. "You hit him!"

 "In the leg," Deverea snapped. "They're always vicious; now they're angry." She drew another arrow and fired. This time the lead horse stumbled and went down. The rider catapulted over the beast's head and the horse rolled over him.

 "I'll guess," Joslyn said, "you were aiming for the rider."

 Deverea laughed. "Horses are valuable. The Dancer alone knows why."

 Her next two shots were clean misses. The bandits began a zig-zag approach, sometimes heading straight for them, at others turning at steep angles to their path. They closed more slowly, but still they closed.

 "They're good," Deverea admitted.

 "Look out!" Joslyn shouted the warning, but Deverea had already thrown herself flat on the deck. An arrow hummed over them. Another struck the rail and glanced up through the sail. It was a small tear, but Deverea cursed loudly. She fired again.

 Ghost watched the result. "Four to go," he said.

 One of the riders broke from the others and sped directly toward the stern. He rode low on his mount, holding a bow with an arrow tightly nocked in one hand. Deverea sat up and groped desperately for the arrow she'd dropped. "That's a Sulidun riding trick. If he gets our steersman we're dead!"

 Only then did Joslyn grasp their strategy: Kill Deverea and the bandits would have them sooner or later. Kill Ghost and the bandits would have them immediately. If Ghost let go of the line...

 Two things happened almost at once: Joslyn took a step forward and flung her javelin and the rider rose in his stirrups and fired.

 "Ghost!"

 She could have saved her breath—Ghost looked at her as if he didn't understand what all the fuss was about. The arrow had missed, as had Joslyn's dart. But the dart had missed by a bare six inches directly in front of the bandit's eyes. He flinched, and his shot went wide.

 "Damn!"

 Joslyn heard the curse clearly. The rider yanked another arrow from a saddle case and took aim. Directly at her. Joslyn froze.

 "Dreamer, get down!"

 Joslyn heard Ghost's shout and was only vaguely surprised that he was finally taking an interest. She still couldn't move.

 The ship slowed violently, and Joslyn was nearly knocked over when the boom swung free. Deverea dived to the deck again as it whooshed over her head. "What are you—"


—Waking. Joslyn felt the shudder of the world as she... saw. Saw clearly, despite the haze, despite the fact that the world almost wasn't there, like a reflection in a mirror when the lamps begin to fail, and the candles dim to almost nothing. Almost.


What's happening?

 Lightning was the answer. After the thunderclap, the crackling bolt from a proverbial clear blue sky The horse and rider glowed with blue-white balefire like one of the mystic Warriors-in-the-Sky, lost souls doomed to perpetual war for clouds they cannot hold, cannot even touch. Perhaps the bandit and his wiry mount became one of them; Joslyn didn't know. She did know what happened when the lightning struck: the bow charred and burst from within, the horse and man fell heavily and lay smoking on the grass, and the air was thick with the choking scent of burnt flesh.

 Then, as suddenly as the flicker in creation came, it went away. The windship, the Grass Sea, and the dead man and beast were all back and solid. Joslyn started to giggle but her eyes rolled up in her head and, for a while, the world did end.

*

 Joslyn awoke as suddenly as she had lost consciousness. She was wrapped in blankets by a small fire, the windship making a partial lee against the chill evening wind. She shivered and pulled the blankets closer, burrowing deeper into the chrysalis folds until only her nose and eyes were visible. Ghost gently chafed her wrists while Deverea tended a little brass kettle over the fire.

 "Are you all right?" Ghost asked, "You weren't wounded."

 Joslyn's wild laughter was muffled by the blanket, but Deverea nearly dropped the small mug she'd filled. She jabbered a question at Ghost in her own language. Ghost shook his head and waved her over. She came, but she didn't take her eyes off Joslyn for an instant, and when Ghost took the mug Deverea retreated gratefully to the distance of the fire.

 "Drink this." Ghost ordered.

 Joslyn drank, and it nearly choked her. The mug did not hold the herb tea she had expected; the brew was lightly spiced and heavily potent, foul and wonderful all at the same time. Sanity returned, and she stopped shivering. "What is this?"

 "Paross. Fermented from a little black berry that grows in the Trecastyn woods. The windfolk are quite fond of it."

 "Small wonder..." Joslyn drank again, not so much this time. She started to feel a little better.

 Deverea still regarded her with an odd mixture of fear, suspicion, and wonder. Joslyn finally noticed. "What's wrong with her?"

 "She thinks you've seen the face of the Goddess Ajel Kar, and that makes you blessed... or cursed. The words are interchangeable in their language."

 Joslyn took a hearty gulp of the paross. "She thinks her goddess did that?"

 Ghost shrugged. "From her point of view it's quite reasonable. I'm sorry if you were startled, but I don't think I had a choice. Did... did you lose control? In dream, I mean."

 "I knew what you meant, and the answer is no. The nightsoul... me, that is—kept close. I think she—I was terrified."

 "I was worried. Yes, actually worried. Isn't that marvelous? But I see that you're all right now."

 He seemed insufferably pleased with himself. Joslyn wanted to hit him. "No, Ghost, I am not all right, and neither are you! Didn't you feel it?"

 "Feel what?"

 At first she thought he was playing some sort of poor joke, but it was clear that he wasn't—Ghost could barely tell day from night, for all that either meant to him. And if Deverea was terrified it was the lightning and the imagined brush with her patron goddess that caused it. Neither had noticed the... Joslyn groped for a word, any word, but none seemed to fit. Nothing really carried the blind terror, conveyed the total chaos of emotion that went with the thought that the world was ending. Joslyn shook her head, slowly. "Ghost when you... killed that man, something happened. I don't know what, and I'm not sure why, but I do know one thing: what you did was dangerous. For all of us."

 Ghost frowned and glanced at Deverea. She seemed to be praying. Ghost sighed. "I didn't feel anything, and I don't know why you're so upset. It was such a small thing—"

 "Small!?" Joslyn hissed. "Think, damn you! I know there are other adepts. I know the Temple doesn't hold all power and skill. But you called lightning! It was not a little thing, Ghost. I think you actually took control of Somna's Dream, and for an instant changed the fabric of world! It was wrong, wrong in a way the Dream almost couldn't bear. I don't know how you did it and I don't care. You are not to do it again. Do you understand me?"

 "Joslyn, I really don't. I felt nothing. I saw nothing. And I did save your life..."

 "Yes you did," Joslyn replied, mildly, "and if you do it again I'll have Deverea drop you off in Darsa and I'll go wherever she'll take me. Maybe I'll become a Windfolk priestess and spend the rest of my life describing the face of Ajel Kar to anyone who'll listen. But I'll have nothing else to do with you, and your Nightsoul can howl in the dark forever for all I care. I want your promise, Ghost. I want it now."

 Ghost rubbed his eyes, wearily. "All right. I think I'm losing the power anyway. Too hard to concentrate."

 Joslyn only heard his promise, and felt a profound sense of relief. Then she heard Deverea. The woman sat in front of the fire; there was a small wooden carving in her hand, and her lips moved in some frantic ritual. "What's that?"

 Ghost listened for a moment, then smiled. "A prayer to turn away evil. Sorry Joslyn; the Windfolk have learned to be careful."

 Joslyn lay back on her blankets. "Ghost, do you think you could bring Deverea over here? It's high time I lifted my curse."




 
  


Chapter 8—How to Kill a Ghost
 

The curtains were pulled tight around Tagramon's chamber; a single candle gave muted light, and all sound was muffled. The Dream Master sat in a cushioned chair by his bed, staring at a half-emptied wine glass. He wondered for a moment if there would be time to finish it—and, perhaps, to refill the glass—before the time came.

"Master?"

Tagramon smiled to himself. There's one answer that won't cost dearly. "Here, Belor."

The High Priest slipped noiselessly through a split in the draperies. Tagramon, not for the first time, marveled at the... nothing, he saw in Belor's face. It might have passed for serenity in another, but Tagramon knew there was no inner peace in Belor. It was just that the High Priest knew what he had to do, and didn't question. Tagramon envied him his conviction, and only wished that he could portray his own faith more convincingly.

Belor stopped and bowed before the Dream Master. "I've found a subject. Are you ready to proceed?"

Tagramon took up the wine glass. "Almost." He took another long drink. Belor said nothing, and for some reason that irritated Tagramon. "You don't approve, do you?"

Belor shrugged. "I didn't say so. But since you seemed determined to goad me I will—you know how important this is, Master. It would serve us ill if your faculties were clouded."

"My faculties," the Dream Master said, "are already `clouded' as you say. But my nightsoul doesn't share my frailties. It will not interfere, and it soothes me."

Belor frowned. "Soothes you? I don't understand."

"What we're about to do doesn't bother you? Not even a little?"

"There is compelling reason for all that we do, Master. That is my comfort."

Tagramon put down the glass. "You're right, of course. You're always right. You are my strength, Belor."

"Somna is your strength; I merely serve... now then. We have time, but not a wealth of it. The subject is an old man who sometimes sleeps in the gardens behind the Temple. He was seen sneaking through the gate a few minutes ago."

"Will... will you tend the matter yourself?"

For an instant Belor actually looked uncomfortable. "I must. I cannot ask another to accept the burden."

Tagramon felt ashamed of his own weakness, considering how easy and clean his own part must look to Belor. "Go and make ready. You'll know when the time is right."

The High Priest bowed again and left. Tagramon hesitated only a moment before he took a deep breath, put aside the wine glass, and stretched out on the bed. What came next wasn't a prayer—he didn't dare, not for this—but it was something of a promise:

"I'll be strong as he is, Creator. You'll see how strong I'll be."

*

Fifteen years, almost—a flicker of the Dreamer's eyelid at best, but, in human terms, the change was still dramatic. Belor remembered the garden and how it had looked the day he had come at the Dream Master's side to take possession of the New Temple. The garden was new, too, and wild with color. He remembered—the sight was almost painful. 

For a time it was used to grow such herbs as were needed in those early days, with most of the Darsan Temple Dreamers dead and untrained children taking their places. Now it was mostly abandoned, but some of the herbs grew wild, still. Belor recognized the wide, enfolding leaves of Sweet Oblivion, the green tendrils and creeping vines of Darknet. He considered having the remnants of the garden destroyed, but there was no point: few people living now would know the weeds for what they were.

The wrought-iron gate hung on one rusted hinge. Belor squeezed through the gap and moved silently along a cobbled pathway. He found the old man curled up inside a rotting arbor, his head pillowed on a dirty bundle. Belor looked around very carefully, saw no one. He crept closer.

The old man stirred. Belor became as still as one of the vine-smothered statues marking the path. Mustn't be too eager.

When the old man didn't move again the High Priest fingered the dagger one of the acolytes had given him. It was a bare four inches long, and not very sharp.

We can do better than that.

Belor tucked the puny knife away and pulled out another. This one he kept in a black leather sheathe in his robes. The blade was long and curved, and the inside crescent of steel was polished and honed to a gleaming edge.

Slowly, slowly, Belor crept to the old man's still form and settled down to wait.

*

Tagramon awoke on the nightstage. The beginnings of a dream were spinning around him, beckoning flashes of life and possibility. Tagramon pulled free of the nimbus and it scattered into fire-fly patterns that dotted the gray curtain and slowly faded away.

Later, my lovelies. Work to do.

The Dream Master waited until the disorientation of reaching the nightstage passed, then looked into the mist in what he thought was the right direction. The glow of a developing dream was faint in the distance, but clear. Tagramon picked his way carefully through the mist until he reached the edge of the play.

The derelict's Nightsoul was a perfect mirror to the man: gray-haired, threadbare, worn down by a life of too many wrong turns and missed chances. It did not move boldly on the stage; it did not dare much. The dream was of a throne and crown—the throne of plain wood, the crown of tarnished silver.

Tagramon stepped back until the mist hid him completely. Without a word, with barely a thought he summoned the Shadows. They came easily, almost anticipating his need. 

The Shadows boiled through the mist.

Slowly!

They obeyed; the ripples in the mist subsided. Soon they gathered around him. They had no faces, they had no 'self' that needed a mask to show the world. They had no eyes, no sight that Tagramon did not give them. Still the Dream Master shivered. He couldn't help it. Despite their obedience, despite the long service they had given in pursuit of his purpose, Tagramon still didn't understand them. What they were, where they had come from. Perhaps they were spawned somehow from the Chosen Ones. Perhaps they were sent by the Creator as a sign of favor. Perhaps... he didn't know. The uncertainty always held fear nestled close, and Tagramon always felt it.

Be ready.

Tagramon entered the dream.

The pauper-king drew himself up on his rough throne. "Why do you come before Us?"

"Think of it as a revolution, Majesty," the Dream Master sighed. The Shadows followed him into the hall, and the torches made them waver and dance. At Tagramon's command they swarmed over the nightsoul and held him tight. The embers of royalty died from the old man's eyes.

He squirmed in their dark grip. "Let me go!"

"Not just yet. Patience is a kingly virtue."

Tagramon heard the mockery in his voice and was a little ashamed of it, but did not relent. The man's struggles should reach all the way to his sleeping body...

The Nightsoul suddenly convulsed.

Belor, thought Tagramon, Punctual as always.

The throne and crown disappeared. The old man fought with a ferocity that Tagramon hadn't imagined, but he could not get free.

"It doesn't just disappear," said the Dream Master, "The Nightsoul can be held!"

The derelict finally lay quiet. "Please let me go," he said. "She's waiting for me."

There was a dignity in the pauper king missing before, a certainty in his bearing.

"Who is waiting for you?" Tagramon asked the question before he realized that, perhaps, he did not want to know the answer.

"The Dreamer."

Now Tagramon was certain he did not want to know. But it did not matter. Forgive me, Dreamer, but it is all for you, and we've gone too far to stop now. Tagramon waved his hand. "Take him."

The shadows melted away, carrying the Nightsoul with them. The rest of the dream started to fade, but Tagramon kept the hall solid, recalled the throne, kept the torches lit. He sat down in the empty seat.

She's waiting for me....

*

"Master?"

Tagramon woke in his chamber. Belor was already there, cleaning the last drops of blood from a small dagger.

"What happened?" Belor asked.

Tagramon rubbed his eyes and yawned. "After death the flight of the Nightsoul is both temporal and physical—within the context of the Nightstage, of course. As long as we're prepared beforehand this 'Ghost' can be safely killed, eliminating the threat he poses while keeping his Nightsoul where it is. Timing must be perfect, however."

Belor smiled, gave the knife a final wipe, and tucked it discreetly away. "All moot if we don't catch him. The Watchers reported a windship fleeing the outskirts of the city this morning. Ghost and our erring Temple Dreamer were on it."

"Then they could be almost anywhere by now. Those things are fast."

"Within their limits," Belor conceded. "The territories shored by the Grass Sea. A large area. Not infinite. How much longer till our work is complete?"

Tagramon shook his head. "I don't know. It's like filling a jug in the dark: you're only through when you can add no more."

"We don't know that Joslyn will try to help Ghost. We don't even know for certain that she can."

"We don't know that she won't," the Dream Master replied. "We don't know that she can't. I underestimated her once and I won't do it again. I'll breathe easier when they're both dead."

*

Things were changing much too fast for Joslyn. First, she was barely used to walking, then she had to adjust to Deverea's windship. Now she was walking again, and the virtues of the windship were becoming clearer with every mile. "Deverea just wanted to be rid of us. She could have brought us closer to Darsa than this."

"Only a few miles. Any closer was too dangerous—for all of us."

Joslyn knew that. She also knew that her feet ached. It made being fair a lesser priority. "How much farther?"

Ghost looked up. "Not much."

A bird floated high above them on long, slender wings. It bobbed on the wind like a cork, and it seemed almost familiar to Joslyn, but still she had to ask. "What's that?"

"A gull," Ghost said, "It scavenges along the beach."

"It's pretty."

"If you say so. It certainly needs some sort of virtue."

Joslyn looked at Ghost, who was looking at her. He seemed to be waiting.

"You want me to yell at you," she said.

"You made me angry before," he said, wistfully.

"Sorry."

"Sorry... Joslyn, it was marvelous! I didn't know I could be angry."

"Did you enjoy being angry? I mean, before?"

"Not really. I just think it's the only one left. Emotion, I mean..."

"Remember the brigands?" Joslyn sighed, "I've seen you angry, I've seen you worried, and I think frustration has shown up a time or two. You've lost your Nightsoul, not your humanity."

"I've lost the part of me that dreams, Joslyn. And the Nightsoul is different—a part of me, yes, but different. And some things belong to that side alone. I borrowed them while it slept. You've proven that to me."

Joslyn's unease was growing. It wasn't that she feared any harm from Ghost, but she didn't like the odd turn his mind was in. It made her think of the Nightsoul now asleep within herself and just how separate it might be... Nonsense. When she dreamed, she was the Nightsoul. Not separate. Not different. "I think you're wrong. And what do you mean, 'proven?'"

He shrugged. "You're a very attractive young woman, Joslyn."

"Even if true," Joslyn said, "You're old enough to be my father."

"Only if your mother had a taste for pubescent boys," Ghost said, drily, "Many things gray a man, and Time's the least of them. I should be attracted to you, or at least able to... appreciate, your attractiveness. That part of me is gone."

"And a good thing, too. But I see the Nightsoul doesn't own everything—there's a little vanity left."

Ghost frowned for a moment, but, when he finally understood, he smiled. And then he laughed. It was little more than a chuckle and died quickly, but for that moment Ghost looked like a man reborn. "Joslyn, you keep me alive."

"I suppose so," she said. "I just wish I could be sure that's a good idea."

*

By late afternoon Ghost and Joslyn were within sight of Darsa. It seemed to rise from the ocean itself, like the large spikes of granite that thrust up from the sand, looking like ruins. Darsa looked a little like ruins too, but Joslyn wasn't paying the city much attention. Her eyes were on the Southern Sea.

It's like in the dream...

Almost. In the dream the Dark Sea overwhelmed with its sense of depth and distance. The Southern Sea spoke of little but distance. It spread out before her like the Grass Sea but wider, almost impossibly vast. And the white sand beach was bright to the dream's grayness, but still Joslyn felt the sense of place very strongly. Whoever controlled that dream—and Joslyn knew she didn't—this was where the imagery was drawn, not the mountains of Ly Ossia.

 Joslyn still wasn't sure what it all meant, but she did know that she was going to find out. She glanced at Ghost. He showed no sign of slowing. "Shouldn't we be looking for a place to hide till dark?"

"Why should we do that?"

"You don't mean to go through the gate in open daylight? Ly Ossia will send word to the city Watchers, I'm sure. They might remember seeing us."

Ghost finally understood. "Oh... I see. There is no wall, Joslyn. Two travelers can enter Darsa at any one of a hundred points without being noticed."

Joslyn had trouble picturing a city without a wall, even one as decrepit as the one surrounding Ly Ossia, but as they got closer, she saw that was indeed the case. Or rather, there had been a wall—pieces of it lay tumbled near the edge of the city. Many stones had been cannibalized for building ramshackle cottages, but most lay in disordered rows, pulled down and left to the vines and birds. "What happened?"

"Tagramon. You're too young to remember, but surely you know the Temple was once in Darsa?"

"It seems there is a great deal I don't know."

"There's a profound insight for one so young... No, Joslyn, I'm not trying to start a fight; I'm serious. To most people 'ancient history' is anything that happened before they were born. Nothing to do with them. But this has much to do with you, for obvious reasons."

"Tagramon attacked Darsa?"

"The Emperor attacked Darsa, and at about the time Ly Ossia was brought into the Empire. The original Temple was destroyed when the city fell, no one is certain why. Tagramon is one of the few who survived... you already knew about Musa."

"Since yesterday," commented Joslyn dryly.

Ghost just shrugged. "Almost overnight Tagramon went from Temple Dreamer to Dream Master of the new Temple the Emperor ordered built at Ly Ossia. No one quite knows the 'whys' of that, either, but when the Darsans learned the Temple would not be rebuilt at Darsa and its wealth and prestige taken from them, they revolted. The uprising was crushed, of course, a tenth of the population killed as a warning, and the newly repaired walls pulled down. The Emperor has forbidden them to rebuild."

Joslyn frowned. "I'll bet Tagramon affected the Emperor's dreams, planted the seed—"

Ghost was shaking his head. "You forget, Joslyn—not all dreamcraft is of the Temple. The Emperor's dreams were well guarded."

"How do you know that?"

Ghost stopped. Joslyn stopped, too, and waited. Ghost finally shrugged. "I have no idea."

"Never mind. I'll bet he found a way. He dreams with the strength of an Aversa."

Ghost looked thoughtful, or perhaps the expression was only his perpetual frown, worn as the most natural of the expressions he tried to recreate. "You've met an Aversa? They're quite rare."

Joslyn sighed. "No, I've just heard the stories, like so many others."

Ghost nodded and lapsed into silence, and Joslyn was content to leave him there. They soon came to the perimeter of what had been the city wall, then stepped past Darsa's phantom defense and into the city.

"What in the name of the Dreamer is that?!"

Joslyn's first sight within the city nearly made her ill. It wasn't the ruined buildings that at first made her think of the blighted sections of Ly Ossia or even the refuse in the narrow, crumbling streets. What got Joslyn's attention was a crude shrine of stones and the rough-carved wooden idol inside. The figure was cloaked and cowled in black, its face a wooden blank. In its right hand it held a skull; the left hand was empty. And resting before the shrine in the dust was a severed head. It wasn't of wood. The blood was long dried to black, the features eaten away by rats and the remainder left to the flies. Joslyn's nostrils wrinkled at the stench.

Ghost studied the tableau with cold detachment. "It's a shrine," he said.

"Bless you for that insight," Joslyn snapped, "And I suppose next you'll tell me that poor beggar was a sacrifice?"

"That's exactly what he was."

Joslyn stared but she knew that Ghost wasn't joking. That was a talent beyond his present state. She wondered—not for the first time—what he might be like in his other. The grisly shrine drew her back. "What god takes sacrifices like that?"

"There have been many. Most of them are dead."

They stepped past the shrine and into the city. Remnants of lost wealth and influence were everywhere: dust-caked fountains, empty buildings, broken statues. It was as if the Darsans lost more than the temple, more than its butchered citizens, even more than the wall that was the symbol of place and pride of every city. What had been destroyed in the uprising remained destroyed, and the ruins were unhealed wounds.

Something had been nagging at Joslyn's mind. She put it into words. "Ghost, how can a god die?"

"How can a god live? Everything in the dream dies."

"Somna will not die!"

Ghost almost laughed again. "Somna is not a god. Or goddess either, for that matter."

Joslyn was annoyed, but mostly at herself for forcing Ghost to state the obvious. Of course Somna was not a god—Somna was the Creator, the One Outside the Dream. Most gods were petty things by comparison, spoiled children demanding what they didn't need for one more proof they were really loved. Like the faceless god of the shrine. Joslyn wondered what Deverea's Ajel Kar demanded in exchange for her divine lightning. She shook her head in disgust. "I wonder why Somna bothered to create the gods. They distract attention from Somna—where it rightly belongs—and are no end of trouble. It's a mystery..."

She stopped, surprised to see Ghost smiling again.

"Not a mystery, Joslyn. A riddle. The Riddle of the Gods. You don't know of it?"

"No. Is it a game?"

"Like any other... meaning scholars play it for fun or blood, but they do play."

He wasn't making sense. Joslyn told him so.

"Perhaps it'll make more sense when you hear it. '...on the second night of Eternity Somna dreamed the Aversa, then Man, then the Riddle. Man toys with the Riddle while the gods toy with man...'"

"Every child knows that myth," Joslyn sighed, "It mentions a 'Riddle' but doesn't say what it is."

"That's where you're wrong," Ghost said. He seemed to be enjoying himself, as much as he ever seemed to enjoy anything. "The Riddle of the Gods is complete in those two lines, but don't feel bad about missing it. Meldon of the Caves was the first to discern it and that a mere hundred years ago. It seems so simple, now—"

"Ghost!"

"Sorry. The story mentions the Aversa and Man as Somna's creation; nowhere does it say when or if she created the gods. And even Deverea mentioned that the origin of the gods was uncertain; I'll wager she knows of the Riddle."

"Of course Somna created the gods! Who else?"

Ghost looked thoughtful. "Who indeed?"

*

Tagramon loved maps. There was magic in learning to read them, more so in their mastery. With a pointed finger, he could brush distances away and put kingdoms and cities under his thumb. With time and patience, nothing could remain hidden for long.

Belor appeared at the door to the study, more rolls cradled in his bony arms. "This is the last of them, Master."

Tagramon paused to consider. "We've covered Telyn and all the southeast. That leaves the coast and the western forests."

"Would they hide there?"

The Dream Master shrugged slightly. "Ghost? I doubt if any place would draw him in or drive him away. Joslyn is another matter. The city is all she knows—I'll wager she'll find another to crawl into."

"That would be fortunate. We've not so many dreamers that we can cover the entire world stage."

"So we'll focus on the cities." Tagramon took the map of the coast, followed the twisting line of the Southern Sea. "Tephis... little more than a fishing village. The like for Ly Manes, these days. It's half-taken by the sea. That leaves..." He stopped.

Belor noted where his finger rested. "Darsa? Why would she go there? Even the Watchers see it as punishment."

The Dream Master smiled. "Not a plum assignment, true. Still, we can't afford to ignore it."

Belor nodded. "Have you charged the dreamers with their holy duty yet?"

There was something in Belor's tone that Tagramon didn't like. Perhaps there was an odd inflection about 'holy duty.' Perhaps he was just tired. "No," he said, "That can't be hurried. Most of the journeys will strain them; the searching more so. The motivation will have to be great."

Belor turned at a sudden flare of yellow through the high window. "The evening beacon."

Tagramon leaned back in his chair. "Bring them in one at a time. We'll start with Alyssa."

*

Long shadows crept into the streets before Ghost and Joslyn got much closer to the place they were seeking. Musa's directions were practically useless, and the people they asked weren't much better. Some answered hardly at all; others took pleasure in leading them astray. The first time it happened Joslyn was furious. By the third time anger gave way to bewildered fascination. "What's wrong with these people?!"

Ghost shrugged, said nothing. They finally found an old woman at one of Darsa's few street markets just as she was packing her bundles for the day.

"I'll talk to her," Ghost said.

Joslyn was grateful. She had a deep sense of futility hanging over her that made civil conversation chancy.

Ghost stopped at a respectful distance from the woman. She was about Deverea's age but didn't shoulder it so well. Her back was stooped; she moved as if one of her legs no longer carried its fair share of weight. She wore a plain blouse and skirt of blue linen, old but well-kept. Her hair was covered.

"Good evening..." Ghost began.

"Closed," the woman said, moving a large roll of yellow cloth onto her cart. "Come back tomorrow."

"I'm sure your cloth is the best," Ghost said, "but all we really need are directions."

"People here know where things are, for all the profit in it," she said without looking at him. "If you're strangers, you'd best ask directions to some place else."

Joslyn lost patience. "I'd like nothing better, but the person we seek is here in Darsa. If you're not going to help us, say so and we'll find someone else."

"Who would no doubt oblige," the cloth-lady sighed, "A Darsan is nothing if not generous."

"Then a Darsan is nothing!" Joslyn regretted it, but only a little. The odd city was working on her nerves.

The woman brushed the insult aside like a fallen eyelash. "Girl, to help you might be to harm someone else. Does this person wish to be found?"

"We're friends," Ghost said, "or at least sent by a friend. We're trying to find a woman named Daycia."

The woman did look at them then—slowly, methodically. Joslyn didn't like the scrutiny at all.

"Who sent you?"

"Musa of Ly Ossia. We have a letter..."

The woman raised a finger to her lips in warning. "I advise you not to name that cursed place here... Musa, you say? The seller of nightmares and sweaty delusions?"

Joslyn couldn't stop a smile. "The same."

The woman put her last bundle in its place and jerked the supports from beneath the awning. It settled over the cart with a whisper of escaping air, and she tucked it over her wares. "I'll take you to Daycia," she said.

Joslyn frowned. "Why? Assuming you really know where she is."

"Because I choose to. But I tell you here and now you'd best be telling the truth about that letter."

"We mean her no harm, I assure you," Ghost said.

The woman laughed. "If you're not who you say you are it won't make any difference."

*

To Joslyn, whose legs were already sore, it seemed as if they'd followed the old woman for hours. The streets had turned narrow as they walked, and most were half-choked with debris from crumbling buildings. The look of the city was becoming more and more unfriendly, if that was possible. Joslyn found her fingers inching toward the etched dagger Deverea had given her when they parted—"Two things worthy of trust, city girl: Yourself and a good knife." Joslyn was grateful now. This part of Darsa was in total ruin, and the shadows were gathering in all the deep places.

One of them moved.

Joslyn tugged at Ghost's sleeve. "We're being followed."

Ghost looked where she pointed. "I don't see anything."

"Because Kessa doesn't wish to be seen," the woman sighed, "though I must compliment you, girl—I can't see her myself most of the time."

"A friend of yours?" Joslyn asked.

"Sort of... and keep your hands were she can see them. The dear is very protective of me and might misunderstand."

Joslyn took her hand away from the knife, where it had strayed again. The figure held something in raised hands, and Joslyn had a pretty good suspicion that it was a small crossbow.

They took an abrupt turn at what had once been a magnificent structure. It was broken and covered with vines now; birds nested in the branches of young trees that thrust up through gaps in the dome. Their guide pushed her cart through a gap in the courtyard wall, then down a ramp that led to a fissure in the massive foundations. "Follow me, please."

Joslyn was guided more by touch than sight in her first few steps into the darkness. They passed under what must have been the roof; light from the setting sun filtered down into the passageway in narrow, dusty beams. The woman never broke stride; she pushed the cart briskly down the corridor until sunlight was lost again, and Joslyn felt the floor sloping under her feet. They passed empty doorways cut into stone on either side—some showed bare rooms; others were clogged with trash and stone debris. Their guide finally reached an intact door. She opened it with an iron key hanging from her belt, shoved the cart inside, and locked it again. Now free of her burden, she picked up the pace. Ghost and Joslyn almost had to trot to keep up.

For a limping old woman she moves well enough, Joslyn thought.

Joslyn looked behind her from time to time but saw nothing. It didn't matter; she knew they were still being followed.

They passed through a patch of greater darkness under a massive lintel, and in a moment emerged again into weak light, but in that moment Joslyn felt a furtive touch. She recoiled and reached for her knife. It wasn't there. She leaned close to Ghost. "My knife is gone!" she hissed.

"Perhaps you dropped it."

"And perhaps it fell on a silk pillow so I wouldn't hear the clatter. I don't think so."

The old woman's hearing wasn't bad either. "Don't worry. You won't need your weapon here."

Joslyn remembered the shadow behind them and kept quiet. The corridor finally dead-ended at a massive door bound with iron. The woman didn't produce a key for this one. She rapped sharply and the door swung outward just a crack, just enough to let them in. She waved her hand. "After you."

"Wouldn't hear of it," Joslyn replied. Ghost gave her a sharp glance but she held her ground. They were taking enough of a risk; no sense walking in blind. The woman smiled and stepped through the opening. Joslyn followed close.

"Here we are."

The chamber was about seventy feet across, shaped like the inside of a jug. Joslyn guessed that it was once used for storage, but now patches of black high in the walls were linked to a narrow spiral stairway that wrapped three times around the inside of the room, and a crack in the domed roof let smoke from the central hearth escape.

Three people were gathered around the hearth: a young man, a woman, and a child. The man's neatly trimmed hair and beard were red, his face lean and angular. He wore a loose fitting tunic and breeks of black leather. The woman was a few years older than Joslyn, handsome except for a scar that began under her hairline, crossed her right eye and ended on her cheek. The eye was a milky blank. The child was little more than a toddler, and the woman kept her good eye on him as he played near the fire.

Joslyn stepped forward. "Daycia?"

The woman glanced at their guide.

Of course. How stupid of me.

But the surprises weren't quite over. First the cloth-seller straightened, and the aged stoop was gone. She stepped briskly into the room, and the limp was gone. She pulled off her kerchief, and her hair fell in shining yellow waves to her shoulders. There was the barest hint of gray.

I thought it was all gray...

Just so. She had assumed. The disguise was half real, half imagined, and all the more effective. Ghost gave a little bow. "You are Daycia, I gather?"

She nodded. "Now we'll see who you are. Tolas?"

The young man smiled, reached into his tunic, and pulled out a small role of parchment sealed with blue wax. Joslyn needed barely a glance to recognize Musa's letter. "I suppose you have my knife, too?"

He produced it with a flick of his wrist. Another and it was gone again. Joslyn was impressed despite herself. In her time on the street she had seen many pickpockets and cutpurses at work, but none with the skill and finesse of a conjurer.

Daycia took the letter, broke the seal, and unrolled the parchment. She read slowly, and Joslyn saw her eyes drift back to the beginning of the note more than once. When she finished Daycia dropped the letter into the fire. It flared and then fell to glowing ashes, done before Joslyn could react.

"Our letter—!"

"My letter," corrected Daycia. "If Musa had meant you to see it, she wouldn't have used a seal. I respect her wishes and trust you won't ask." Daycia spoke as one used to obedience—neither arrogant nor insulting, merely in a tone that didn't invite discussion.

She sounds like the Dream Master. It didn't exactly endear her to Joslyn, but Daycia didn't seem concerned about that. She looked them up and down as if they were two odd bookends she couldn't decide just where to fit.

"You're Joslyn," she said and moved on. She stopped in front of Ghost. "And you're... well, man, how shall we call you?"

"'Ghost' will do," he said. "Did Musa explain?"

Daycia nodded. "Though I'll admit I don't understand it all. No matter, Musa is an old friend and we'll do what we can. You're welcome to stay so long as you don't make nuisances of yourselves."

"You're most kind," Joslyn said. She didn't like the way her own voice sounded, but she was more than a little tired and the folk in Darsa hadn't done much to soothe her nerves.

Daycia shook her head. "Joslyn, I am not. Not at all. The folk here are all the family I have, and these are dangerous times in themselves. Never mind that the Imperials and the Temple will be looking for you, as well. All I ask is that you don't make the situation any worse than it is. Do you understand?"

Joslyn nodded. She did understand the risk Daycia was taking for what she offered them. And if Daycia wasn't overjoyed at the prospect she didn't run from it, either.

"I'm sorry. I'm also tired and irritable. I ask your pardon."

Daycia smiled then, just a little. "Freely given. But I think a bit of supper and a place to rest would suit you better."




 
  


Chapter 9—Ruins
 

 Kessa blended well with the shadows. Her blouse and breeks were the same dark shade as the stones in the corridor. Her hair was a problem—it was so fair as to be nearly white, but a dark scarf took care of that. She waited until the door closed behind Daycia and the strangers, then stepped out into the open. She listened for a moment. Voices were distant murmurs, none raised. Kessa didn't really expect trouble. Still...

 The girl slipped into one of the many broken places in the old temple and found a ruptured vent. It was narrow enough, but then so was she. Kessa wriggled through the break and crawled upward on her elbows and knees, her arbalest cradled in her arms.

 There was something afoot; she could sense it. When Daycia first appeared with the strangers, Kessa had kept close, waiting for some sign. It hadn't been the first time: twice before Daycia had brought strangers. One time a wizened little thief had followed Daycia from the market; he was easily dealt with. The next time wasn't so simple.


An Ender.

 Kessa remembered the fear when Daycia returned that day with the follower of Malitus at her back, his rusty knife at her throat. The knife didn't worry Kessa as much as his eyes: wild, staring eyes, like a dead man's. He looked and could not see, even when Tolas stepped out from the darkness in front of him. "A witness! See! See this woman die! Remember the madness of the dream—" He didn't get any farther because Kessa's bolt pierced the base of his skull, freezing the knife and the smile and the eyes like some obscene parody of a statue of Malitus himself. And when the Ender finally slumped down and lay dead on the floor his eyes had still not changed—wide open, staring. Kessa shivered.

 But this time Daycia signed her instructions with small gestures the strangers missed—Wait. Follow. And something else to Tolas that Kessa hadn't quite caught. The pair didn't look dangerous, but that impression and a seed would make a decent flower in time. Daycia was almost never wrong, but one time might be enough.

 The vent ended high on the wall in the common room. Kessa stifled a sneeze as smoke from the hearth tickled her nose, and she peered down at the little scene below: Daycia sat in her tall chair just beyond the fire, Tolas off a bit to one side looking serene but watchful. Meleay bounced her child on her knee, apparently oblivious, apparently mad. Kessa smiled, wondering if the strangers were being fooled as completely as she herself had been.

 The strangers... Kessa turned her attention to them. The man, graying but with a youthful face, and so damned calm. Knowing that they were observed in the corridor, not knowing what might wait for them at the end of the journey, and through it all he was so distant, so... cold? No, uncaring was the word. Kessa had seen the same look, the same manner in the streets of Darsa. His was the face of one who had lost too much, endured too long. Almost like one of the Enders, though one driven by despair, not blind viciousness. Kill or be killed, it was all the same to them. That made them dangerous, and Kessa was convinced that the man, too, was dangerous. Whether he brought the danger or was the danger himself was a question she would have to consider later.

 The voices rose to Kessa's hiding place, but not the words. She tried to listen but could not make them out.


Should have gotten closer.

 There hadn't been time, not if she wanted to observe from the most strategic point. And she did want to observe, especially the girl—a little older than Kessa and someone she understood. The girl had been afraid when the entered the temple; she cared what happened to her. And still she came, which implied a reason. But what sort of folk sought out Daycia, even knew she existed?

 Possibly the kind that Kessa desperately needed.

 It was forbidden, but in this one thing Kessa was quite prepared to disobey Daycia if the chance came; all that remained was to find out if that chance had come. Kessa quietly backed away into the broken places of the temple that seemed made for a small, slim girl to travel.

*

 At the evening meal Daycia carefully controlled what conversation there was, asking about Musa and the state of Ly Ossia and rumors of the Imperium and dozens of other things that didn't even nick the surface of the questions Joslyn wanted answered. It was soon clear to Joslyn that Daycia wasn't ready to speak of anything important, so she let Ghost carry the burden of empty words and turned her attention on the others.

 Meleay fed her child from a bowl of mashed pease, wiping its chin when it spat, which it did constantly. Making a mental note to geld the next man who so much as smiled at her, Joslyn remembered she'd need her knife for that.

 Tolas ate as he did everything else—silently. He seemed to be having a little trouble; he ate with an exaggerated motion of his jaws, almost like a dog throwing the food back into its throat. He was aware of Joslyn looking at him. After a moment he set the bowl aside, his face impassive.

 "Tolas, may I have my knife back? It was a gift from a friend and I'd hate to lose it."

 The young man glanced at Daycia, shrugged and produced it, apparently from thin air. He handed it to Joslyn with a little nod of his head, then resumed his meal.

 "Thank you," Joslyn said.

 Tolas ignored her, washing his food down with a gulp of weak red wine. Joslyn was getting a little irritated with his silence; it was almost like Ghost's, a call for reminder that there were other people in the world. "Talkative sort, aren't you?"

 Meleay held a cup as the child slurped happily. "Now she's done it, hasn't she, precious?"

 Joslyn was almost as stunned by the madwoman's words as what happened next. Tolas grinned and slowly opened his mouth in a huge yawn. Joslyn saw all the way to the back of his throat, where the blackened root of his tongue quivered impotently. Joslyn almost looked away. Almost. She waited until Tolas closed his mouth again. "I'm sorry; I had no way to know. But you've shown me the fool, and I hope that's payment enough."

 Tolas smiled then, a little smile of regret and apology, eloquent without words. He finished his meal and set about clearing away the bowls and cups. Meleay took over before he was finished, the babe riding in a sling on her hip.

 Daycia called Tolas over and whispered something, then announced, "I know you're both tired. Tolas will show you where you'll be sleeping."

 They followed the mute pickpocket up the staircase, turned into the first door and out again into another large open space. There were several curtained alcoves at the rear of this room, with large marble basins for bathing. Tolas indicated shelves containing towels and fresh linen, then continued down another corridor. Joslyn looked back wistfully at the bath, the grime of the past few days weighing heavily on her skin. She wasn't one reared with scented baths and running water, but in the Temple at Ly Ossia she'd come to appreciate both.

 "Quite elaborate for a ruin," Ghost observed.

 The same thing had occurred to Joslyn, and she was certain they had not seen all the folk at Daycia's command. She resolved to ask no questions but keep her eyes and ears open.

 Tolas brought them to the end of the corridor at a place where the walls were broken. Joslyn could see nothing through the gaps in the masonry, though a draft told her it must eventually open to the outside.


This place is like a rat-warren, Joslyn thought.

 The corridor ended at three doorways. Two were intact; the third had collapsed leaving large chunks of the lintel on the floor. The others opened onto two large rooms complete with table and chairs, one full oil lamp each, candles, and soft-looking beds.

 "No doubt they've had guests before," Ghost said.

 Something was bothering Joslyn, and when Ghost spoke she realized what it was. They had been speaking in front of Tolas as if he were deaf as well as mute. If he had taken offence, he gave no sign, but Joslyn could imagine what it must be like for him. People tend to forget you exist unless you remind them occasionally. Joslyn wondered how Tolas reminded Daycia and the rest; thinking back to the meal, she could see that Daycia had been every bit as guilty.

 Tolas indicated the two rooms with a broad sweep of his arm, gave a little bow, and left them there.

 Ghost studied their surroundings with something like appreciation. "Well done," he said.

 "If you mean the beds, I agree."

 Ghost frowned. "I was referring to our placement here. Close enough for easy access—both ways—and yet somewhat isolated from the other folk in case... well, in case some action is needed."

 "You mean our deaths?"

 Ghost nodded solemnly. "I'm sure the thought's crossed Daycia's mind. We could become a nuisance to her, and she hasn't survived this viper's nest without crushing a few heads. In any event I don't think we should stay too long."

 "Then where will we go?"

 "I have no idea. Rest tonight, keep your Nightsoul in check as before. The Temple will not be able to search so thoroughly here, but they'll try. Tomorrow we need to talk about starting our own search."

 "For your Nightsoul? About time—I don't know how much more of this I can stand."

 Ghost let out a long gusting sigh. "Me either. I think... I think I'll go to bed now."

 Joslyn glanced back down the corridor. "I'm having a bath," she announced, "and if Gahon the Destroyer himself dares disturb me he damn well better be fetching a towel."

*

 When the Nightsoul Joslyn awoke on the stage, there was something missing. Habit kept her close to the physical location of the dreamer who was so impertinent as to use her name and so imperious as to attach a gleaming shackle of will to the Nightsoul, a shackle that kept her from roaming the nightstage as was her right.


I feel different.

 It didn't take her long to figure out what the difference was—no shackle. Nothing at all.


That was careless of her, wasn't it?

 Served the Daysoul right, sybaritic creature that she was—clean for the first time in days, wallowing in that soft bed. Sleep crept up to join the little fool there and sweep her away like that pretty oaf who had loved her...

 Joslyn-asleep groaned softly and stirred. Joslyn-awake on the stage shivered, quieted her thoughts, and waited for the other's sleep to strengthen again.


Mustn't think of HIM again. It upsets her so...

 Not that Joslyn was adverse to upsetting the Daysoul a little. It was meager enough payment for keeping her bound for so long. It wasn't as if the danger was so great; all she had to do was be careful, stay out of the dreams, keep to the grey nothing between one sleeping mind and the next.

 Joslyn stepped back into the mist.

*

 Kessa found the one called Joslyn in the baths. She hid in an alcove and watched while Joslyn scrubbed herself with single-minded intensity, almost like a priestess purifying herself for some secret rite. After awhile her soapy attack lost some of its fury, and her pale flesh showed itself in reddish streaks to mark the battle. Joslyn sat back slowly in the basin and let out one sigh of pure contentment.


She's not so pretty...

 Not to Kessa, anyway. With her dark hair limp against her skull and her body rubbed raw by the sponge, Joslyn looked a little like a drowned rat. Kessa fixed on the image and almost laughed. It wasn't fear of discovery that kept her silent, it was a thought of Tolas. If he could see Joslyn now, Kessa didn't think he would see a drowned rat, damn him. At sixteen, Kessa was quite sure she had gotten to the heart of the matter of men, simple creatures that they were. Until now Kessa had only fixed hope on Joslyn; now there came the vague stirrings of a threat, like a hidden seed pushing through the earth.

 Kessa kept very still while Joslyn soaked, waited while she toweled herself dry, and then quietly followed when Joslyn returned to her room. She waited outside the door, patiently sitting with her back to the wall until the light beneath the door disappeared. The lock on the door was kept well oiled; it made scarcely a sound when Kessa tricked it open.

 Again, patient and completely still, she waited until her eyes adjusted to darkness. Joslyn was a pale shadow on the bed, her chest rising and falling slowly. Kessa had seen the weariness on her face and knew her sleep wasn't feigned. She slowly lowered herself into the cushioned chair, her legs stretched out before her.

 In a little while she, too, was deeply asleep.

*

 Be careful, keep to the mists... Joslyn had intended to do just that. But she wasn't long on the stage before all her good intentions failed her. The dreams of the Darsans were different; that was clear from the first one she encountered. In Ly Ossia there was little to tell one dream from another from the outside. First there was the glow, as the imagination of the dreamer marked off the bounds of the play, the shimmer and sifting as a mini-world came into being at the sleeper's whim.

 In Darsa, there was not so much a building of worlds as a building of walls. There was no wide space as the dreamer's imagery took command, no bright colors, not even the harsh blacks and whites and sharp contrasts of the nightmare dreamers. Here every dream was pulled in tight, inconspicuous, miserly in scope and image.

 The mystery was just too attractive. She paused at the next dream she came to and, after a moment's hesitation to tell herself that this was a bad idea, slipped inside.


Poor bastard.

 Joslyn felt a twinge of sympathy, for the first dreamer was trapped in a circle dream. It keyed on an incident of the day—the initial image was too strong compared with the vagueness of all other details for it to be otherwise. The dreamer found himself in a strange section of the city, lost, perhaps, or on unavoidable business. Joslyn felt the menace surrounding him as his fear took control of the play. First he was lost, wandering forever in a maze of half-ruined buildings with human vultures waiting in every shadowed doorway. Then the mist took the stage, and when the curtain parted again, the dreamer was back at the start. Only this time, every stranger watched the dreamer with glowing eyes, then fell silently in step behind him. The dreamer quickened his pace, but there was no escape as the followers grew to a crowd, then a mob, then a vast horde, ant-like and blindly following.

 Joslyn was tempted to intervene, but the unease that filled the dream was affecting her, too. She thought of the danger. She withdrew.


I wonder what else I'll find.

 More of the same. It was if the ruin and decay of the city was a reflection of the Darsans themselves. Joslyn found little of the variety of dream mood that was so normal in Ly Ossia; every dream she encountered was like a cloud of bad emotion: fear, despair, hopelessness. Joslyn didn't understand; even for people whose lives were dominated by such things, dream was a refuge, a chance to know, if only for a little while, what another life might be like.

 In Darsa, it seemed, there was nowhere to run.


It can't all be like this!

 Joslyn abandoned her casual study of the Darsan nightstage; now she moved with intense purpose, flitting toward the were-lights of dream, sampling, identifying, moving on to the next. Joslyn was thinking of giving up when a play in the distance caught her attention.

 It was not like the other dreams; it had none of their meanness and stunted potential. Its boundaries were wide, sprawling, and generous. There was no muting of its inner light, unlike the others that more resembled thieves' lanterns than true dreams.

 Joslyn crept to the edge of this stage slowly, almost afraid that something might frighten it away. She poked her face through the first curtain, senses heightened by expectation and a feeling of danger.


Not like the others.

 Joslyn liked the way this dream felt; the aura of gloom and despair that smothered the life out all the others was missing here. She stood at the border, hidden, and looked out over the stage.

 It was the Southern Ocean. The dreamer's vision of it was vivid and, to a girl still not used to the sight, magnificent. Joslyn saw the turquoise green water near shore suddenly change to a deep blue farther out, and beyond that nothing but depth and hazy distance stretching south, east, and west until she could see the curve of the earth.


If I dreamed again... could I dream like this?

 It seemed impossible: sand so white, vastness so immeasurable. The vision made Joslyn feel small and fragile. She enjoyed the sight, but she did not like the emotion at all.

 Joslyn felt a powerful temptation to enter the dream totally, to feel the warm sand beneath her feet, the glow of sun on her skin, the cool caress of the sea. Caution won out. Barely.


Where's the dreamer?

 She came out of the haze to the east, walking along the water's edge. She was taller than Joslyn and wore a short tunic of dark cloth. Her arms and legs were bare to the sun and had long since deepened to brown. She moved with an unhurried, natural grace that made Joslyn think of the telbok out on the grass sea.


She's beautiful, Joslyn decided. She wasn't certain at first—it wouldn't be the first time a dreamer's image and the reality didn't match. Joslyn remembered the man and the snake-woman and smiled slightly. But this time there was no deception, no masking by the dream-mirror. Joslyn saw a faint puckered scar by the woman's right knee, just the sort made by a childhood fall. There were other signs: a small mole at the corner of her mouth, a birthmark on her arm. She was not perfect, not unmarked by life and reality, but still lovely.

 The woman walked slowly along the waterline, and from time to time, she smiled. Sometimes at a pretty shell, or a sandpiper dodging the surf as if it didn't want to wet its feet, sometimes at nothing at all. Joslyn felt better watching her, knowing that such a dream could exist in Darsa.

 Joslyn wanted to speak to the woman; there were questions she had, and if the woman thought her just another player in the dream, then the dream would not be disturbed. Joslyn had taken her first step inside before she saw the acolyte.

 He sat on a large, flat rock further up the beach. What little of his face Joslyn could see told her that he was young, almost unformed by time. Joslyn couldn't see his eyes, and she wondered if they had the light of madness in them. His voice certainly did. When he spoke Joslyn thought of something twisted and sick.

 "You're being beautiful on a summer's day," he said. "That's a bad thing."

 The woman stopped a few feet from the rock. "I don't understand."

 "It isn't necessary that you understand," the boy said, "only that I do."

 He reached into his robe and pulled out a rusty knife. Joslyn swore, softly, though more in disappointment than shock. The dream was going sour, and after searching so long to find one that didn't start that way it was doubly frustrating. Joslyn braced herself for the change in the dream's dominant emotion. She waited while the robed lunatic chased the woman onto the sand dunes. She waited while he struck her with the pommel of his weapon and sent her dazed and bleeding to the sand.


I don't feel the nightmare...

 The boy's smile was pure serenity. "There's an art to it," he said, making his first cut. "A beginner might make the mistake of using a sharp blade, and clean scars have a symmetry of form in and of themselves. Defeats the whole purpose..."

 The shock of pain brought the woman around. She screamed once, and the boy methodically clubbed her senseless again and went on with his work. There was still no change, no sudden wave of fear that was nightmare's herald. Joslyn finally understood why.


It's not her dream. It's his!

 Joslyn cursed herself for a fool. Of course the dream's imagery was powerful! A lunatic's vision could not be otherwise. Joslyn remembered her first encounter with such a one clearly, but more than that, she remembered the way it had felt, the sickness that affected everything the dream touched.

 That feeling was absent in this dream, despite the horror. What the boy was doing was madness, but he didn't feel it and neither did Joslyn.


If he's not insane, then I am. Shall I test it?

 Joslyn drew back just enough for caution and began the change. First, she restored the woman's face. The dripping blood and ragged gashes vanished. Joslyn resisted the urge to improve on nature; it wasn't necessary. The boy drew back as if slapped, and Joslyn risked a little more direct interference—she caused the hood to fall and looked on the dreamer's face. 


Sixteen at best, thought Joslyn, disgusted. So young to be so warped.

 That was the word—warped. There was anger in the boy's blue eyes, a touch of bewilderment, and something else, a touch of... hurt? She wasn't sure. She did know that he wasn't insane, at least not in any sense she understood. The Dark Sea was waiting for him; Joslyn could almost hear it flowing beneath the fabric of this dream. He hadn't crossed the line yet, hadn't tried to turn the play of this dream into a waking reality. And perhaps he wouldn't, if Joslyn could just reach him in time.

 The boy touched the woman's face, hesitantly traced the smooth line of her jaw. "You are strong, Somna. Malitus is stronger."


Does he really think he's a stronger dreamer than Somna?!

 This was making less and less sense. Everything he said, everything he did smacked on the Dark Sea and madness. But there was no rage, no chaos emotions in the play. Unless he was hiding them even from himself, burying them so deep that his dreams could catch them only as cold reflections? Joslyn decided to find out.

 The boy touched his knife to the woman's skin once more, and Joslyn took it away from him. A second's confusion, a second's distortion of the dream that quickly passed. The knife reappeared in his hand.


Quick lad, Joslyn thought, Let's see how quick.

 She took the knife away from him again, and before he could adjust, she took his victim. The woman suddenly woke and shoved the boy backward. He flailed his arms frantically and landed hard on his rump. The woman stood and sprouted butterfly wings, blew the boy a kiss and rose from the beach in an explosion of biting sand.

 He blinked tears from his eyes as the lovely butterfly-woman flew away with lazy beats of her wings. When she was gone he covered his face with his hands and wept bitterly. "Malitus, forgive me. I failed you..."


His bloody god.

 There was one of the curtains lifted. Not madness—piety. All other emotions smothered until now, when failure breached his tower of faith. Joslyn finally felt the dream emotion change, the despair flow outward like smoke until the stage was filled with it. Here was his nightmare, summoned when ritual mutilation was thwarted. The boy was warped, yes, but by something larger and stronger than himself.

 The tears were just the beginning. Frustration quickly turned to rage, and the boy lay flat on the beach, thrusting his knife into the beach again and again as if—if he only tried hard enough—he could disfigure the world.


Who is this "Malitus?" A god who hates women?

 It wasn't far-fetched. Joslyn knew more than one man who followed such a creed and didn't need religion to justify it. But Joslyn didn't think it was as simple as that—the boy attacked the beach with as much enthusiasm as he'd shown the woman.


Or a god who hates everything...

 Hatred, but not blind hatred. There had been too much method in the mutilation, too much made of beauty destroyed. And the beach, too, was beautiful.

 "Look."

 Joslyn didn't know what she was going to do until it was done. Her voice carried over he dream; she kept out of sight but still he heard her.

 He looked up. "Who's there?"

 "Look!"

 Joslyn's voice came from the sea. He looked out, eyes searching the horizon. Joslyn waited till his full attention was on he sea, and then she worked one final, devastating change—she forced him to see, really see what lay in front of him: the white sand, the vast, always moving, never changing ocean. He saw his place in it all as Joslyn saw her own—incredibly small, infinitely powerless.

 Joslyn drilled the thought into his brain like an executioner driving the last nail. IT IS AS IT IS. AND NOTHING YOU CAN DO WILL MAKE THE SLIGHTEST DIFFERENCE.

 There was a warning of sorts—the dreamer screamed. Joslyn barely got clear before the dream burst into a thousand glowing shards of thought and mind. For an instant there was a spot of absolute blackness where the dream had been, and Joslyn felt the closeness of the Dark Sea, knew what she had barely avoided. Knew, too, that the boy had not been so fortunate.


If he wasn't insane before, he is now.

 The mist of the nightstage finally covered the darkness, healing itself. Joslyn looked around. Except for the flicker of distant dreams, she was alone. She breathed a silent prayer of thanks to Somna, realizing how careless she had been. If there had been a Temple Dreamer anywhere near... Joslyn cursed herself for that, and for what she had done to the fanatical youth. Already close to drowning, and she had handed him a stone.


I've seen enough.

 Joslyn traced her way back to where she had started, back to the place where the Daysoul was waiting to take control again. Tonight she felt no hesitation, no regret. This dreamstage was like... she groped for a word that fit and came up with a memory instead.


The Keepinghouse!

 It was a test. That's what the Dream Master had told her, back when she was training for the Temple. He set the stage, told her where to go. Joslyn found herself touring the dreams of the mad, and equal parts luck and natural skill were the only things that kept her from joining the stinking horde in that place where madness was kept.

 I WOULDN'T DARE TEST THE OTHERS SO...

 Joslyn's memory brought back the old familiar anger. How like the Dream Master, to risk destroying Joslyn just to test her strength. One day, my old Master, I'll show you just how strong I can be --

 She stopped. There was something wrong as she returned to the source, something different.


Somna help me. A dreamer.

 How could that be? The Daysoul was near; Joslyn could feel its impatience to take the reins again and call itself Joslyn for a while. But a dream had taken root almost on top of her. A bright, large dream, rivalling that of the insane youth. And it covered the source like a golden cage.


They've found me.

 Clear enough, but how? No one had traced her; it was by luck alone, but she was sure of it. And the dreamer—whoever it might be—was in the same room as the sleeper. That meant she was betrayed. Musa has poor taste in friends.

 Images of Daycia dying in various messy ways swirled through Joslyn's mind, but she knew there was no way to make them come true. She was caught clean like a rat in a box; there was no way out except through the stranger's dream, and someone would be waiting for her. But why enter the stage at all? The daysoul was helpless—one quick cut and the fuss would be over. What were they waiting for?


I can stand here making myself as crazy as I made that poor boy. Or... Joslyn smiled grimly and stepped into the dream.

 The stage was bare except for the slim figure seated in the center of the light. Her hair was uncovered now, but the dark clothes were the same, the face that of their shadow from the market.

 "You're Kessa," Joslyn said.

 The girl smiled. "You're Joslyn," she said, "and I think you're a Temple Dreamer."

 "I don't suppose it would help to deny it," Joslyn sighed, "Did Daycia send you?" She spoke calmly, but all the while her trained senses probed the dream's limits, and she kept her strength and will coiled.

 Kessa shook her head. "She doesn't even know I'm here. I need to speak to you, and I chose to do it here," she swept her arm at the bare stage, "to prove my intent. I'm no threat to you."

 "I don't know that."

 Kessa smiled. "Yes you do, or you're not what I take you to be."

 It was true. Joslyn felt how hard it was for Kessa to maintain the dream as nothing more than a meeting place, noted wavering as Kessa's natural tendency to free-create brought shadow-images into the dream only to fade again. By meeting Joslyn on her own ground, Kessa had placed herself at Joslyn's mercy, and if there was little actual physical danger, Joslyn was sure Kessa didn't know that. "What do you want of me?"

 When Kessa answered there was none of the cold calculation Joslyn had seen in the shadow's eyes. "I need your help."

 Joslyn thought of the dreamer she had made insane. "I've not been much use to anyone lately."

 "Then you won't—"

 The creation took over as Kessa'S concentration snapped. Joslyn moved aside and let the images form around Kessa, saw her pulled into the dream, oblivious, for the moment, of Joslyn or anything else outside the dream. Joslyn watched Kessa's fears and hopes play out their parts like any Temple Dreamer giving augury. Joslyn saw the dream with her trained sight, saw some of the devils that commanded Kessa, but most of all she saw Tolas as Kessa saw him. And that part of the Nightsoul that shared its name with the Joslyn asleep in the ruins remembered what it was like to look at someone like that.

 Joslyn stepped into the dream and pulled Kessa clear of the play. In a moment the images faded and left them alone.

 Kessa looked confused. "What happened?"

 Joslyn sighed. "Oh, nothing... Time to go, Kessa. We need to talk."

 With her arm around the girl's shoulders, Joslyn led Kessa from the stage.




 
  


Chapter 10—A Holy Storm
 

Kessa woke first. Joslyn seemed to be having trouble—she groaned once or twice and threw off the covers in what seemed more a wrestling match than an awakening. Kessa kept her distance, and finally Joslyn's eyes opened.

"Good morning," Kessa said.

There was no recognition in Joslyn's eyes at first. "Who—oh, I remember now. No wonder your dream covered me. What gave me away?"

Kessa shrugged. "You know Musa. She moves in more than one circle, but dreamcraft is the largest. I took a chance."

Joslyn sat on the edge of the bed, massaging her forehead. "Would you tell me which of Musa's circles Daycia fits best?"

Kessa shrugged. "Business associate, relative... Daycia knows a lot of people."

"No doubt, though I don't think she supports this happy family selling cloth." There was a question in Joslyn's eyes that Kessa chose not to answer. Joslyn finally smiled. "So be it. Everyone has their secrets and Daycia's welcome to hers. Yours hasn't kept so well—it's Tolas, isn't it?"

Kessa looked for any sign of amusement or condescension, found none. "How did you know?"

"You dreamed. Tolas was quite prominent."

Damn. This wasn't going as Kessa had planned. One mistake and she'd already given away a part of her soul to this stranger's mercy. She thought of the realm of dreams and what such a one as Joslyn could do there. It seemed more power than anyone should have over another. Kessa was surprised to discover that she was more than a little afraid of Joslyn, but there was no turning back now—she's already spent more than she'd intended. "All right," she said, "It is Tolas. He's... my friend. And he's in pain. I think you saw that in the meal hall. I want to help him..." Joslyn was smiling at her. "Is there something amusing in that?"

"Certainly not—friends should help friends. But what do you want me to do?"

Kessa took a deep breath and plunged ahead. "I want you to enter his dreams, find out what's troubling him... damn you, stop laughing!"

Joslyn raised a hand in apology. "I'm sorry, Kessa, but you're either a fool or think I am. It's all too clear what's troubling Tolas, and clearer still that you want more from him than friendship. I make no judgment on that or what you plan to do about it, but by the Dreamer tell me the truth or there's little hope for anything we do for him."

Kessa was halfway out of the chair before Joslyn's words sank in. "You mean you will help me?"

Joslyn nodded. "As far as I am able."

Kessa's gaze narrowed. "Why, Joslyn? What do you want?"

"What had you planned to give me?"

Kessa shrugged. "I hadn't thought... all right—another lie. Anything I have, Joslyn. Ask and it's yours." Done. She'd said it and meant it. She was again a little surprised at the lack of calculation in Joslyn's eyes.

"All I want from you is a favor," Joslyn said. "You know Darsa; I don't. I want you to show it to me."

Kessa was stunned. "Darsa? You don't need to see the rest. It's all like the market and the streets you crossed to get here! Except where it's worse."

Joslyn smiled. "Humor me."

Kessa shrugged. "It'll be risky. Aren't the Watchers looking for you?"

"No, they're looking for a young woman in the company of an older man. Two women don't fit their orders. Besides, Watchers are the least of my worries. Is it a deal?"

"All right, though I hope you have a good reason."

Joslyn grinned ruefully. "So do I."

*

The builders of the Temple of Malitus were faced with very special problems. First, it had to be functional, capable of housing over a hundred Brothers of the Ending, with rooms for admonition, punishment, non-punishment, waiting, working, sleeping, cooking, and eliminating. Second, despite all this efficiency of form and purpose, it could not contribute positively in any way to Somna's dream. The entrance was square and severe, with iron-bound doors and rusting bolts. Rooms piled upon rooms at unnatural, difficult, and disturbing angles. The garderobes and attendant smells were located cheek by jowl with the kitchens.

It was a masterpiece, but contained one small flaw—one of the brotherhood had been a mason, back when such things as earning a living, marriage, and children had meant something to him. Perhaps it was only force of habit that made him plane the lintel smooth, but it had been impossible to correct it totally, to put in enough imperfections to glorify the God of Ending properly. Perhaps the man had been innocent of all intent, but Malitus was not pleased—the Master, the Echo of Malitus's Voice, had said as much. So the brother had been lovingly whipped to death in the marketplace while the Watchers watched somewhere else.

Brother Jerdan was at one with his surroundings—a face not handsome at the best of times, not improved by his habitual scowl. The day was warm, and his cowl was pulled back to show a wealth of coarse gray hair, eyebrows darker but not so thick, like two dried caterpillars. He paused at the lintel as was his custom, made a cursory motion to trace the Sigil of the Whip, and hurried through.

He passed the Admonishing Room with barely a glance at the two novices being reduced to pathetic, sobbing wrecks. Two Brothers stepped aside from the door to the acolyte's barracks; another held the curtain aside for him to pass. Jerdan found Brother Ligen, the Novice Advisor, on his knees beside an acolyte's rough pallet. The boy on the pallet was bound hand and foot. His face was pale and twisted, his lips pulled back in a silent snarl like a dog run over by a cart and left to die in the street. His eyes were bright, but there was no reason in them.

Ligen looked up at Jerdan and smiled. "The Master has created another Storm and a fine one. He got Krus before we could restrain him."

Jerdan followed the Novice Advisor's glance to a nearby pallet and the still form lying across it. The boy was dark of hair and face and small. There was bluish bruises on his throat, his tongue protruded beyond his teeth. His brown eyes were wide open and staring.

"One of the Sulidun converts," observed Jerdan with a touch of regret. "So atypical of his race... I had hopes for him."

"The Master is wise," Ligen replied. There was a touch of reproof in his voice.

"Certainly, Ligen. I didn't say otherwise. Now then... This one obviously has great potential as a Storm of Malitus. What is his name?"

"Aketyr."

"Let it be entered in the Roll. Give him weapons and release him some distance from here. And make sure all the Brothers are warned. I don't want a repeat of the last time."

"Brother Polcyn was rather surprised, wasn't he? Or at least look surprised when we found him. Still, I think Malitus enjoyed the joke."

Jerdan hadn't become Brother of the Order by missing opportunities. "You presume to speak for the God of Ending, Novice Adviser?" Jerdan asked, his voice all honey and bile.

"Of—of course not. I merely—"

Jerdan held up his hand. "Don't let it worry you... unless of course you think of going to the Master with wild tales about my questioning his judgment."

Ligen bowed low. "Brother Jerdan, how could you think such a thing?"

Jerdan smiled. "Then we won't speak of it again. I'll leave you to see to the details; I have much work to do." He allowed himself a moment to savor the whipped look on Ligen's face, but only a moment. Too much pleasure in anything was a blow to piety. Still, one did have to remind the others who was Brother of the Order, and why. As much a duty as any other, and if it gave pleasure, well, that was the price of it. It certainly wouldn't do to let Ligen know that the Master, the Echo of Malitus, had given him no warning that he was about to make another Storm. Strange...

I shall pray tonight...

*

Ghost followed Meleay's directions, found the break in the ceiling, and the new-made steps. He climbed through the opening and out on the roof into the early morning sunlight.

It's a garden.

It was smaller now, less of it in useful cultivation than had once been the case—Ghost saw the places where the weakened roof had fallen away, saw other places carefully repaired and covered with vegetation. Dwarf cedars grew at seemingly random places around the low wall surrounding the roof, and to anyone on the streets or lower buildings nearby the effect was that the old temple gardens had run riot. Most of it had done just that: vines surrounded a small fountain, now apparently used as a rainwater cistern. In the middle of the thickest tangles of ivy and bramble, smaller plots were laid out, paths hacked through the undergrowth for access. Ghost entered and studied the nearest—delicate herbs that needed secret shade for best growth. A little further along he found a conventional garden plot with turnips and peas, and near to that several neat rows of onion, potatoes, and cabbage.

"We tried corn one season. Stalks grew so high you could see them from the street; we had to cut them down before the ears were full. Made me sick."

Ghost turned and found Daycia seated on a small stone bench shaded by a bramble thicket. She was methodically stripping the leaves from a fern-like plant with a yellow spotted stem.

"By rights," Ghost said, "you should be dead now."

Daycia smiled at him. "Step closer and look again."

He did and saw what he had missed at first glance. "Red veins on the leaves... Otherwise it looks just like Deadly Trias."

"A close relative. The leaves steeped in hot water make a tea good for the croup. Which little Calit woke with this morning, poor thing."

"You said you wished to speak with me."

"I do, but first I want to ask how you slept. And since I have a good idea of the answer, I'd suggest you tell the truth."

"Very well... and very badly."

"Why?"

"Because when others dream what I do has little to distinguish it from not existing at all. When I sleep I die, Lady, and in the morning I rise again. Sometimes, in the gray hours before sleeping and waking, I get a glimpse of the void that swallows me every night, and on some days I wonder if the void ever really lets me go. It's cold where I am, Daycia, and all the little deaths drive the hoarfrost a bit closer to my heart every night. I don't accept sleep gracefully."

Daycia's hands never stopped their work, but did falter once or twice. "I did ask, though I'm not sure I was ready to hear. It's a terrible burden you carry, and I can't help you with it. Musa seemed to think Joslyn might. I hope she's right."

"But you are a Dreamer, aren't you? Were you of the Temple?"

Daycia cast one skeletal stem aside and reached for another. "What I was or was not no longer matters, and no one is a Dreamer in Darsa these days." Her voice was flat—admitting nothing, denying nothing. She continued, "Joslyn has asked Kessa to guide her around the city."

"Why would she do that?"

"I was hoping you could tell me."

Ghost shook his head. "Darsa doesn't seem the place for two young girls to be wandering."

Daycia gathered her leaves into a wicker basket and stood up. "Kessa hasn't been young for a long time—in the sense you mean. It's part of her value to me. They'll be as safe as anyone is hereabouts, but I did want you to be aware of it. Joslyn wouldn't have told you."

Ghost sighed. "To have met her so recently you know Joslyn quite well."

*

Joslyn and Kessa entered the central chamber together, found most of the others ahead of them. Ghost and Daycia conversed in low tones; Ghost glanced once in Joslyn's direction but for the most part ignored them both. Tolas amused the unhappy Calit by pulling pebbles from his ears and making coins vanish while Meleay prepared breakfast. She was aided by someone Joslyn hadn't seen before, a ragged little girl with frizzled red hair and a narrow, pale face.

No doubt how Kessa started, Joslyn thought. She knew how Kessa was much like herself, how much they shared, how they once had lived, how much they owed to the timely intervention of others. Joslyn saw something of the same unfolding with this new girl—it was clear that Daycia took new folk into her fold from time to time, but the moments were few and carefully weighed. No doubt the child's value—potential or immediate—had been carefully noted in Daycia's scheme of things, and allowances made.

Kessa and Joslyn sat together in a sort of conspiratorial solidarity. Daycia finally consented to notice them. "Sleep well?"

The question seemed aimed at Joslyn, and she nodded. "Quite well, thank you."

Daycia smiled and slipped back into her conversation. Joslyn caught Ghost looking at her just once, and there was an expression on his face she couldn't read at all.

The girl served them breakfast, her face very serious and solemn. Joslyn fought back a smile and thanked her with equal seriousness. Kessa accepted her bowl of spiced porridge silently and began to eat, expressionless. Joslyn found herself looking for some clue from her—a smile, a glance in Tolas's direction, anything—but the Kessa Joslyn had met in dream had withdrawn behind an impassive face and hooded eyes. It was Tolas whose glance strayed, whose face tried to soften a little behind the mask.

He knows.

Joslyn was surprised—as a rule men were fairly thick where such things were concerned. For instance, Dyaros...

Dyaros nothing. Dyaros is dead and I should know—I killed him. Joslyn glared at Tolas, fortunately while he wasn't looking. She regained control and turned away. Damn him anyway! If he knows, why doesn't he do something about it?!

The cooler element in Joslyn's mind wanted to discuss it. MAYBE HE DOESN'T CARE FOR HER.

Joslyn remembered Tolas's look. Maybe the Street of Sighs is a hotbed of virginity. He does care, but somehow I don't think that solves the problem.

When breakfast was over, no one seemed to notice the two girls slip off together. Joslyn followed Kessa up the stairway, through a gap in the masonry, up a rubble-strewn ramp, and into the crack that was Kessa's hallway.

The room itself had little of decay and ruin about it—the ceiling was high and braced with stout oaken beams; two cut-glass windows let in the sun. Most of the furnishings were what Joslyn expected: a rack of throwing knives, two arbalests with full quivers, and a pair of crossed javelins displayed on the wall over the bed. Something else caught her by surprise. It was a doll in a faded dress of scrap cloth carefully arranged on the pillow. Its face was a pitiful thing of wood and yarn and stiff, painted smile.

Kessa caught her looking. "My mother made it for me, and when she died it was all that was left of her. I've kept it."

"You needn't explain to me."

"I know that!" Kessa snapped. "So will you please explain why I have this incredible urge to do so?"

"Maybe you just want to tell someone, and a stranger is best. Doesn't matter what we think."

Kessa shrugged. "Maybe... or maybe it's because I think you can find out anything about me you wish, and if I tell you freely it'll feel a little less like rape."

"I never thought of it that way."

"Has anyone ever spied on your dreams?"

"Yes, though not in a long time." You can't spy on what doesn't exist.

"Well," Kessa sighed, "try to remember how it felt now and again and you'll understand what I mean."

Joslyn knew better, but she asked the question anyway. "Then that's what we're doing to Tolas?"

Kessa reddened but stood firm. "If that's what it takes—yes."

They dropped the matter by silent agreement. Kessa opened a wooden chest at the foot of her bed and began strewing garments casually left and right. "You can't go out like that... here, try this."

Joslyn was somewhat taller than Kessa, but she fit well enough into the breeks, and high, soft leather boots covered the gap at her ankles. A brown tunic, a dark cloth over her hair, and Joslyn was set. She tucked Deverea's knife into her belt and studied the effect in a mirror. "Seems practical."

Kessa, one of the arbalests now slung on her back, looked Joslyn up and down. "Not bad. Here..." She hooked the strap of the other crossbow around Joslyn's neck and shoulder.

"But I don't know how to use it!"

"They won't know that," Kessa pointed out, "and before the day is over, I might get a chance to show you."

Somehow Joslyn didn't think she meant target practice. Joslyn took a deep breath and gave her knife a reassuring pat. "I'm ready."

*

Ghost didn't usually speak without another voice to prompt him, and of course Tolas didn't speak at all, so the only sound was the wet, gritty rhythm of their footfalls, puny things that faded and died against the damp, cool stone on either side of the alley. All in all, not a good day for echoes.

Ghost frowned. Why am I so aware of the silence?

It was strange—a good part of his self was silent, silent in the way that only pure, chilling emptiness can be. And yet now it disturbed him. He glanced at Tolas, who paced steadily ahead, intent on the way Kessa and Joslyn had taken. No answers there.

Ghost had tried to thank Daycia for sending Tolas as guide, but she brushed it aside. "I'd be sending him anyway; I want to know what this is about, and I don't think asking would settle it."

"If you don't want them to go—"

"I don't. But my Kessa is like your Joslyn in many ways. So I do what I can. But a warning—Tolas will kill you to keep you out of the hands of the Watchers, to protect us."

"Thank you," Ghost had said, "that's very kind."

Ghost remembered Daycia's frown, and it occurred to him that she thought he was being sarcastic. He couldn't remember what sarcasm felt like, but he remembered the idea of it, and that made him smile. Ghost knew that, if he was ever made whole again, one of the first things he would do was be sarcastic about something. Anything.

Tolas brought him back to the here and now. The mute had picked up the pace, and he seemed agitated.

"What is it?"

Tolas shot him a venomous glance and kept moving; Ghost almost had to trot to keep up. All the while, Tolas's hands moved in odd rhythms: opening, closing, waving certain fingers, repeating.

All that anger and nowhere to go.

Ghost thought of it bottled up inside Tolas, and wondered what that was like, too. Anger was difficult, harder than most of the other emotions. He wasn't quite sure what it meant anymore, but he saw what it could do—for instance, make a voiceless man mutter to himself in the only way possible...

Of course.

It should have occurred to him before. Somehow Daycia had signalled Tolas when they were being brought into the ruined temple and passed on very detailed instructions. Ghost studied the signs, and it wasn't long before he recognized the basic pattern—the Brotherhood of Sleep. Another monastic offshoot of the Temple of Somna but, unlike the Travelers, they believed in the revelatory nature of dream alone, and so did nothing to interfere with it. They chose rather to study their own dreams in intense sessions that could last for days. The signs evolved out of the need to conduct monastery business without disturbing the brothers who were in 'meditation.' A very extensive vocabulary had evolved around the sign language, and Ghost wasn't terribly fluent. Still, he did make out one phrase:

KILL HIM THIS TIME.

Ghost drew Tolas aside, held out his hand when Tolas glared at him and signed "Kill who?"

The grammar was wrong, but Tolas understood. He grinned, and made his next signs slowly and distinctly.

THE MAN WHO WANTS TO DIE.

*

Kessa approached the bend in the alley with rapid strides, and Joslyn hurried to catch her. When they had first entered the alley, Joslyn had kept her eyes fixed straight ahead, but now shadowed doorways appeared on either side of them, and she tried to watch them, too. It was making her a little dizzy. "Are you sure this is a good idea?"

"Never said it was," Kessa said without looking back, "but you wanted to see—"

"No! I mean coming this way."

Kessa shrugged. "No worse than the street. Better, in a way. No witnesses."

Joslyn didn't understand that. She was about to ask when they turned the corner and found the man. He might have been young; Joslyn couldn't tell. His clothes looked lived in—but he didn't look quite alive. Joslyn thought of a dead man propped up on frozen joints. He leaned against the post of an open doorway, unmoving, eyes fixed on nothing or eternity. And then, like a statue discovering life, he spoke.

"It's today, Kessa girl. I mean it."

"I'm in a hurry, Phian. No time to play now." She started to walk past him, but he caught her arm.

"Now." He reached into his sleeve.

"Look out!" Joslyn shouted the warning when she saw the shine of steel, reaching for her own knife and knowing it would be too late to help Kessa.

Kessa didn't need any help. Phian's attack had all the brutal speed of a lame snail. Kessa merely stood there as the knife got closer and closer. And slower. And slower. About five inches from her throat, it stopped altogether.

The man's arms fell to his sides in disgust. "Damn it, girl, don't you know when you're being attacked?"

The unreality of it all left Joslyn standing bewildered on the cobblestones, watching Kessa hold up her end of the lunacy.

"I told you I have no time. If you want to die today why don't you go play with the Enders?"

"Enders!" Phian snorted. "You think that didn't occur to me before now? It almost worked, that first time... but then some genius among them realized I wanted death, and of course they wouldn't touch me after that. They greet me with little bows and big smirks, these days... Swine!"

For all the passion in the madman's words, his voice was as flat as old ale. He leaned back against his door frame, muttering. Kessa stepped past him and waved for Joslyn to follow. She did, but without once taking her eyes off Phian until he was hidden by another turn of the alley. She needn't have bothered; he seemed to have lost all interest in them.

"A friend of yours?" Joslyn asked, finally.

"We've met before," Kessa said. "I nearly did kill him the first time. He's not a threat to anyone, or even himself, for all his talk."

"Why does he want to die?"

"Lunacy, unhappy love... who knows? And don't ask me why he doesn't just kill himself. I don't know that, either."

Joslyn thought a moment. "Those 'Enders' you spoke of. Who are they?"

Kessa stopped so suddenly she looked as if she'd hit an invisible wall. "If that was meant as a joke it wasn't a good one."

Joslyn shook her head. "I didn't mean to offend you. I just wondered."

Kessa stared at her. "You really don't know, do you?"

"I never heard of them before I came to Darsa."

Kessa shivered. "Live with an evil long enough and you can't imagine life free of it... I envy your ignorance, girl of Ly Ossia. I really do." Kessa started walking again.

Joslyn stepped in behind her, annoyed. "I don't want your envy. I want to know about the Enders."

"Easy—they are maggots in an open wound, is what they are," Kessa hissed. "What they do... well, come along Joslyn. I did promise to show you the city."

*

Phian was dimly aware of the two men approaching him until he noticed that the younger one had a knife. He perked up a bit.

I'll give the world this much, Phian thought, it's full of possibilities.

"I'm going to kill you both," he said, trying to sound as if he meant it. He started to get up, but the younger one shoved him back against the door frame. A sharp pain stung his elbow and his arm went numb. The numbness was like a comfortable old boot; he ignored it. The pain, on the other hand, was delicious. And the aggressive young man was approaching with his knife. Better and better.

"Tolas, no!"

The older man stepped between them. Phian was almost frustrated, but there wasn't time to savor the almost-emotion. "Tolas, yes! Don't you realize the danger you're in? Strike!"

No good. Tolas sheathed his knife, looking disgusted. He stepped to the near wall and leaned against it, arms crossed, frowning at the both of them as the older man leaned close.

"If you're not going to kill me," Phian said, "please go away."

The man just smiled, and the weariness in his eyes was a mirror-image of Phian's own. "Friend," he said, "how long since you lost your Nightsoul?"

*

"Sestoc is the last day of the week, by the Imperial calendar. The last of anything is sacred to the Enders."

Joslyn watched the black-robed acolytes put the finishing touches on the scaffold. It was of rough wood, set in the middle of the marketplace and carefully ignored by the patrons and merchants there. Joslyn saw several of them sneak furtive glances at the activity, muttering, but none packed their goods to leave. Joslyn asked Kessa about that.

"Maybe they did leave, in the beginning," Kessa mused. "I think they're used to it now. Like so much in Darsa."

Joslyn wasn't as certain. Whatever was about to happen, the folk in the market didn't seem too happy about it. Joslyn could almost taste their resentment, pulled in tight and close like...

Like the shell of their dreams. Here or the Nightstage, it's all one to them. No escape. No respite.

Up until that moment Joslyn had wondered why the Darsans had never rebuilt their city. According to Kessa, the Emperor's orders not to rebuild only extended to the walls, and even with the loss of the Temple, they were still the largest port on the Southern Sea. Joslyn understood, a little. She stopped wondering.

"Almost time for the show," Kessa said. "Come on."

They found a vantage point at the top of a huge column cloaked with thick old vines of ivy. On the top plate, all that remained of the statue that once rested there was an exquisite marble foot. Joslyn looked down at the rubble nearby and found the rest: a cracked torso and breast, one slender hand. They were sitting on what had once been a tribute to the Dreamer, now broken and forgotten.

Small wonder. If there's any part of the Dream Somna no longer smiles on, Darsa is it.

Kessa touched her shoulder. "Look there."

Joslyn looked, but she heard it first—a slow measured beat on a hide drum. Then the first shrieking trumpet, like a cry of pain. Again the beat, and the marchers came into sight around a bend in the ruins. They came by twos—first the black-robed acolytes, then the priest with brown robes and blood-red sashes. Their marching rhythm was no rhythm at all, an asynchronous step that made an art of never once matching the beat of the drum. Some carried small, shrill trumpets, others tabors, their staccato beat also at odds with the booming drum. There was no song, no unity, no harmony. There was only the ghastly noise.

"As hymns go," Joslyn said, drily, "I've heard better."

"A burning rat makes a more pleasing melody," Kessa snapped, "but as a bloody unsettling racket—which is what it's supposed to be—it has few equals. Now watch, and you'll understand as much about the Enders as you need to... Ah, the Honored One himself."

He came surrounded by an escort of acolytes bearing crudely forged, long, curved knives. Unlike the others, he wore a robe of thin white muslin belted with rope. Even at that distance Joslyn could see the ritual scars hacked into his face. "Who is he?"

"Today he is the actual Voice of the Dream, an offering to the God Malitus himself."

Joslyn shook her head. "The Emperor has forbidden human sacrifice!"

"He's also forbidden interference with the religious customs of the conquered. Quite a headache for the Watchers, when you think about it.... Oh, don't worry, they're not going to kill him. That would spoil everything. Now be still and watch."

Joslyn watched as they led the man to the scaffold where two rough beams had been arranged in an "X". Solemn priests removed the man's one garment.

Joslyn wasn't ready for what she saw. Damn...

The scars on the man's face barely hinted at what lay beneath the robe. Pale, puckered scars crossed and recrossed his chest and legs until his skin looked like wicker-work. He smiled serenely and stretched out his arms and legs for the acolytes to bind him to the frame.

"You'd think he was being led to paradise," Kessa muttered.

One of the priests stood at the far end of the scaffold platform while the rest of the noisy throng clambered to the ground. There was nothing like discipline among them; they talked, they laughed, they clapped hands in disjointed rhythm. The priest on the scaffold drew a coiled whip from his sash snapped it at the worshippers to limber his arm. They didn't bother to dodge; one went so far as to turn his face up to meet the lash as if accepting a sacrament. Joslyn saw the whipman smile benignly and take aim. The next instant the acolyte staggered back, blood welling in the gash in his cheek. The worshippers sighed as one breath and shouted in an ecstasy of joy. Joslyn felt a little sick. 

The priest grinned, turned suddenly and struck at the sacrifice. A new welt blossomed on the man's chest, and he howled. The next strike was across his thighs and then again his chest. The last one reopened an old wound, and blood began to ooze along the line of the scar. The man's howls turned to shrieks, and all the while, except perhaps when the lash had just struck his skin, the smile never left his face.

Kessa hugged her knees, her face grim. "Sing, Malitus. We hear you."

Joslyn put her hand on Kessa's shoulder. "Why is he being punished?"

"He's not being punished—we are. He's bellowing his pain for us to hear."

Joslyn winced. "We can't help but hear. But why does it matter that we should?"

Kessa smiled at her. "You still don't understand, do you?"

"No. If you know what this is about I'd appreciate an answer."

"It's simple enough—the followers of Malitus believe that Somna's Dream is hopelessly corrupt and must be ended. So anything they can do to hasten her awakening is a holy sacrament in their eyes. They like pain especially."

"That's madness!"

"That's their religion. By their view they have everything to gain, since they believe those who work to end this world will be reborn as some sort of 'ruling elite' in the next."

"That doesn't explain this!"

"As I said—he's sending his pain into the world. As if there wasn't enough already, they came here today to make a little more and sicken the Dream that much more and push Somna that much closer to the Day of Awakening."

Joslyn looked at the sacrifice's gleeful agony. "Let's go back," she said.

Kessa laughed and reached for the nearest vine. "Welcome to Darsa."

*

 Ruins covered the island of Memnyre, gleaming white in the sun like the scavenged bones of a lion's feast. That was the sign the priest of Malitus had given Crucian—that and steer south by the Bow Star. He tacked against a slight headwind, then dropped his boomline and let his small craft glide the last few feet to bump against the stone pier. There was no one there to greet the old fisherman; he expected no one. Crucian carefully removed all his supplies from the boat, finally taking the sail itself. Then he took the biggest stone he could lift, smashed the planking of his boat, and made himself watch it sink.

I will never leave this place.

If Crucian ever needed a reminder of that in what time he had left, then here it lay in three fathoms of water. Great undertakings required care, preparation, and commitment. Crucian knew he had the first two; here was proof of the third.

He found a grove of trees with a small freshwater spring on a hilltop close to one of the greater ruins. Crucian made a tent of the sailcloth and arranged his camp the best way he knew. The sun was an hour past setting when he was done and the old man was weary past belief, but, before he allowed himself sleep Crucian made his way to the nearest tumble of white marble and limestone and chose one perfect stone. He carried it halfway back to the campsite to a place where the grassy slope leveled for a moment, and there he began to build his altar.

God of Endings, see the first step that brings the last. May it speed your work.

The short prayer was all he had strength for. He crawled into his tent and waited impatiently for sleep.

*

Crucian dreamed of the day, two years before, that he did not visit his wife's grave. Instead, he left his boat and his nets unattended and returned to Darsa. He walked through the streets of the city looking for what he did not remember and could not name. Near nightfall he found himself sitting on a stone outside the west gate watching the color changes in the sunset.

"Friend, you look troubled."

The man was dressed as a priest; Crucian had seen that style of robe before. "You're an Ender."

The priest nodded, pleasantly. He was a little younger than Crucian, but not by much. His hair still had a touch of black remaining. Crucian patted the slim knife at his belt and the priest smiled at him. "You've heard of us. It's true—we do kill now and again when it serves our purpose," he admitted. "but we never lie, and I say I mean you no harm."

"What do you want?"

The priest shrugged. "I want what all Enders want. An end to Somna's dream, this corrupt nightmare that is the world. Now, friend: what do you want?"

"I don't know. Rest, perhaps."

"Perhaps we can find out together. I'm called Tyen. What is your name?"

Crucian started to say 'Crucian,' but stopped himself. That had not been his name, then. Crucian was the name the Enders gave him when he joined their sect the very next day. He tried to think of his other name, his first name, but the Initiation had taken it from him. One less tie to the goddess Somna's dream that was the corrupt, wicked world. One less shackle to stop him from doing what he needed to do.

One less dream.

Crucian knew he was dreaming, and the shock ended it. He came awake, stiff and sore on his blanket on the ground. As his eyes opened he got one blurry glimpse of a small, slim figure running through the trees. It disappeared in the morning mist.

Aversa!

At least one of the demons still lived. Skulking close; spying on his dreams. The priests of Malitus, God of Endings, were right once more. Crucian hurried to rise and get back to the great work.

 

 
  


Chapter 11—Another Ghost

 When Joslyn knocked on Ghost's door at the appointed hour there was no answer. She knocked again and then tried the door. It wasn't locked; she found Ghost sitting in the room's one chair, staring at nothing.

 "I'm here," Joslyn said.

 Ghost smiled wanly. "I love the way you say that—'I'm here.' No hesitation, no uncertainty, no dwelling on any other possibility. As I must, and that is my certainty. I envy you yours."

 Joslyn saw the pitcher of wine on the table, the cup in his hands. "Feeling sorry for yourself is something of an achievement for you," she said, holding up the pitcher. "Is this the magic draught that made it possible?"

 Ghost examined the dregs in his cup. "No... the self-pity I managed on my own. All this seems to do is magnify distance. Take the door for instance—when you knocked just now it seemed entirely too far away."

 Joslyn took the pitcher and poured a cup for herself. "I went into the city today."

 "Did you enjoy yourself?"

 She glared at him. "No, I did not. If only you'd seen what I've seen!"

 Ghost took the pitcher back. "I have."

 Joslyn stared at him briefly, shook her head. "I should be surprised. I'm not. You followed us?"

 "Tolas and I. I wanted to see what you were up to. Never did figure that part out."

 "I found a sickness in Darsa's Nightstage. I wanted to see if it extended into the waking world."

 "How could it not? There's nothing in dream that we... I mean you, don't bring there—one night glorious visions, the next a fever dream."

 "All of Darsa is a fever dream, waking and sleeping. And I never expected the Enders."

 "I'd heard rumors, though I didn't connect them to that shrine we found. Rather interesting religion."

 Joslyn spat. "It's a disease!"

 Ghost smiled. "Perhaps, but the concept is almost elegant—all our self-destructive and violent urges given justification, even sanctity. A certain kind of person will always respond."

 "I met one today."

 Ghost grunted. It was almost a chuckle. "If you mean Phian, you're mistaken."

 "He wants to die!"

 "He says he does. Unlike an Ender, who says he wants the rest of us to die and leave him in peace. I suspect their own oblivion is at the heart of their desire. I don't know the heart of Phian's desire."

 "You spoke to him? What I heard didn't make a lot of sense."

 Ghost took a long drink. "It made perfect sense. Unfortunately."

 Joslyn put her cup on the table and sat down hard on Ghost's bed, putting her head in her hands. "I've had quite enough of 'circle question' for one day, thanks to Kessa. If you know what's wrong with that lunatic, say so!"

 "He's not a lunatic. He's a ghost."

 Joslyn's hands fell to her sides. "Oh dear."

 Ghost sighed. "Indeed."

 Joslyn groped for her cup and emptied it a little too quickly. She went through a fit of coughing, but when she recovered a little color had returned to her cheeks. "Are you sure?"

 "Now who's starting the circle? Yes, Joslyn, I'm sure. I had thought I was the only one. Not knowing how or why it happened in the first place, that was rather presumptuous of me."

 "How long..." Joslyn almost bit her tongue.

 Ghost did laugh this time. "So that occurred to you, too? The answer is: Phian's been without a Nightsoul longer than I have. I'd hoped that wasn't the case, that I was just stronger... no. As Phian is, so shall I be. In time."

 Joslyn stood up. "Then time is something we shouldn't be wasting. We need to begin the search, and now wouldn't be too soon."

 "I agree. I just wish I knew how."

*
 

 The dreaming city wasn't much of a beacon—the glow was weak, like a dying fire-beetle. Alyssa flitted closer, found the first feeble mist-plays, examined them, moved on. What she sought would be clear enough when she found it, probably not before.


Joslyn?

 She didn't expect an answer, though there was a time when she had a right to. That was all changed. Only the search mattered now, that and what might come of it.


I will find you, Joslyn. I have to.

*
 


Silly, trusting fool!

 Joslyn woke on the Nightstage in fine fury, and fool was the least of the epithets she turned on that other Joslyn now tucked away snug and warm in her bed. Ghost didn't even know where to begin! Granted, since the Nightsoul hadn't returned, it wasn't likely he'd know what happened to it, but surely he knew where to look, how to look --


Of course. He thought I knew.

 So simple. In the augury, dear, dumb, Daysoul Joslyn had let it slip about the wall, something she wouldn't even have admitted knowing about except for the Nightseed. And now that particular harsh truth was rattling the bars in its cage once again, locked securely away. If she'd thought of the search at all, it was only to remind herself that Ghost would know what to do, could show her the way he took beyond the wall. But however Ghost's Nightsoul had breached the wall, it was the first and last time. If there was another way, a path besides the one Joslyn would not take, only Ghost's Nightsoul knew about it, and he wasn't in a position to tell anyone.

 Joslyn sat down on the stage and laughed. She laughed until big tears rolled from her eyes and she was weak with laughing. The fit left her lying on the mist, giggling.

 "Child, you have the oddest sense of humor I know."

 Joslyn sat up, startled, and the scent, sound, and smell of the dream rushed in on her. She was back on the bleak shore, lying on a bed of coarse, hard sand. The harpy with Musa's face perched on a rocky spire, shaking its head and making "tsk, tsk" sounds.

 Joslyn covered her face. "Go away."

 "Since I'm part of this dream, I can't very well do that. Talk sense, girl."

 "Who are you? Musa?"

 "Haven't we been through this before? I am an avatar in your dream, that's what I am. I can't very well be a who at the same time."

 Joslyn shook her head. "This isn't my dream."

 The harpy shook itself like a hen settling into its roost, rustling iron-grey feathers. "How do you know that?"

 Joslyn clenched her fists, and every word came out like a curse. "Because I don't dream!"

 "A Temple Dreamer who doesn't dream? Next you'll be telling me about cold fire and stone air. What herbs are you eating these days?"

 Joslyn gripped the sand in frustration. It flowed over and under and through her fingers, and left nothing but grit under her fingernails. "Roaming the Nightstage is not the same as dreaming, Musa. You know that."

 "A name? My mistress is too kind... Yes, I know that. As the eel is not the same as the perch whose blood it sucks away. Is it a good life, my little lamprey?"

 "It's the only one I'm allowed."

 "Allows? Who's 'allowing' you?"

 Joslyn shrugs. "The Daysoul. The One who Sleeps."

 "You mean Joslyn."

 "I am Joslyn!"

 "And she is Joslyn, too, as much Joslyn as you are. That's a hint, Child. She's also no more Joslyn than you are. You have as much say in this matter."

 Joslyn shook her head. "Dyaros is still there, waiting, when I dream. I want to face him... I've tried! But she's stronger than I am; she calls me back, ends the fight before it begins."

 The harpy laughed, and sang:

"A better foe could not be found!

Mighty Gol fell to the ground,

And wrestled himself for half a day.

'At last!' he cried, 'a worthy fray!'"

 Joslyn flushed red. "Nursery rhymes, Musa?"

 "Oh, yes. Sung for the amusement and education of children. And what have you learned today, little girl?"

 Joslyn cursed and reached for a stone. Her fingers closed on mist and again came up empty. The dream and the harpy were gone as quickly as they had appeared, leaving Joslyn alone on the barren stage.

 "Lucky for you, Musa." She almost sounded as if she meant it.

*
 


Nothing.

 Alyssa left another of the cold, mirthless dreams, the only sort she had been able to find. No dream like that could possibly hold the Joslyn she remembered, and still she continued the search, determined but not hopeful. Time was hard to judge on the Nightstage, but she was sure there wasn't much left. Best to be as certain as possible before the night ended, else the Master would make her return. And she didn't want to do that.


City of nightmares.

*
 

 Kessa's dream was easy to find; it stood to the other dreams in Darsa as a bonfire to a tallow candle. Joslyn wondered for a moment what gave her the strength to hold off the despair that was the Darsan Nightstage. She was young, but so were others, and Darsa broke young and old alike on the same dark wheel. Whatever it was, Joslyn hoped it stood by her tonight.


I pray Kessa doesn't think this will be easy.

 Joslyn willed herself into the dream and immediately felt a strong sense of relief. Kessa was deep within a play, her untrained Nightsoul unable to maintain the awareness that enabled it to move apart from the phantoms of a sleeping mind.


This might make things simpler.

 Joslyn waited, unable to resist watching the play before ending it. Kessa was back in the pillar in the marketplace, only now she had her arbalest out and aimed. Joslyn understood Kessa's intent in the split second left before she carried it out. Kessa's bolt sang through the air and ended the sacrifice's righteous pain forever.

 The Enders were not grateful.

 In a moment the pillar was surrounded by a howling mob of them, swarming over the base of the pedestal like black ants. Kessa reloaded and fired again, and the acolyte highest on the vines screamed and fell. She killed another as easily, and this one in his fall carried two others with him. The rest of the mob scrambled over their broken bodies without a pause, intent on climbing the pillar and rending Kessa to bloody pieces.

 Joslyn almost moved to take Kessa out of the nightmare before she realized it wasn't a nightmare. There was no fear, no choking weight, no sense of suffocation and dread. Kessa smiled as she worked the arbalest; her arms were tireless, her quiver always full, and no matter how quickly the Enders climbed, how fiercely they strained, they were always caught short of their goal when one of Kessa's bolts nailed them to eternity. Kessa killed them with effortless efficiency, and took great delight in the killing.

 Joslyn knew then that Kessa had not escaped Darsa; it was a part of her in a way that the others in their tight, hard little dreams could scarcely imagine.


She's touched the Dark Sea.

 It's echo was in Kessa's eyes as she killed the snarling targets in her dream, and the anger and hate in her attackers was born within her and merely given form in the Enders. With each shot she whittled away at her hate, fought it by surrendering just enough of herself to draw it out. The light of battle in Kessa's eyes filled her dream, and if it was a battle she could never really win, it was also a battle she could never really lose so long as she kept fighting.


So far gone in her own struggle, and still she thinks of helping Tolas.

 Joslyn finally entered the action of Kessa's play with a deep sense of respect. She appeared on the pedestal next to Kessa, the other arbalest in her hand. Kessa was startled, but only for a moment. Perhaps the memory of Joslyn beside her earlier in the day made it easier, but Kessa quickly expanded her perception of the dream to include Joslyn.

 Kessa pointed at Joslyn's weapon. "You don't know how to use that."

 "I've been watching you." Joslyn quickly fit action to words, loading and firing her weapon, skewering the hand of a priest so impudent as to try to pull himself on top of the pillar. Kessa killed the one next to him cleanly, and for awhile she and Joslyn fought side by side. Joslyn couldn't resist one small change—she gave one priest the smug face of Tagramon and then erased it messily with one well-placed shot.


The Dreamer forgive me, but that felt good!

 It was a little distraction, little more than a flicker of a candle in the magic lantern, but it was enough. For that instant Kessa was forced to recognize the dream as something apart from herself. That brought awareness, and awareness ended the dream. The play ended broke with an audible pop! that landed Joslyn and Kessa weaponless and Enderless on an empty stage. Only Joslyn's mental anchor kept the shell of the dream intact, and prevented Kessa from leaving the Nightstage entirely. Kessa sat down slowly, stricken.

 Joslyn put her hand on Kessa's shoulder. I didn't mean...

 Kessa shook her head. "Yes you did. Even now you speak inside my head, and I can't shut you out..."

 Joslyn wanted to grab Kessa and make her understand why she had stolen part of the dream, and how good it felt to strike an enemy that could be reached. And how Joslyn envied Kessa her simple dream, but Joslyn kept her thoughts reined close. She wouldn't understand.

 It sounded like an excuse, even to Joslyn. She took Kessa's hand and pulled her upright, and she confined her voice to spoken words. "Come on."

 The anger was gone from Kessa's face; fear took its place. "Where?"

 "You know where. You either come with me or I enter Tolas's dream without you. Is that what you want?"

 Kessa's mouth set in a hard line. "Show me how."

 Joslyn took her to the edge, and then she stole part of Kessa's remaining dream and wrapped it around Kessa like a blanket. They stepped clear of the empty stage and it faded away, but the part surrounding Kessa remained, and Joslyn guided that dream through the mists. They traveled until they came to another dream that looked no different from all the others of Darsa, but Kessa knew it at once.

 "Here."

 Joslyn didn't bother to question her. "Wait for me." Joslyn was away before Kessa could protest, because she had decided to go in alone the first time despite Kessa's wishes. Joslyn had seen enough of Tolas's disposition to know that Kessa might do something that wouldn't do either of them any good. Joslyn was willing to risk that—later. For now, she sized up the scope and intensity of the dream like a scout studying an enemy camp.


So like the others.

 That worried Joslyn more than anything—how similar Tolas's dream was to the sort Joslyn had come to expect in Darsa. It was a small one, pulled in tight upon itself, and here and there Joslyn saw dark flashes, hinting of nightmare. Whatever was going on in there, Tolas did not have control of it. That made it dangerous.


I can't stand here all night.

 Joslyn entered the dream.


*
 

 Before Jerdan retired, he first lit the incense and made the customary prayer to Malitus, but his mind was on other things. A Storm had been created within the Temple without warning, and an acolyte killed. The death didn't concern him overmuch; acolytes died all the time, and as long as those deaths aided the Great Struggle, who was he to question?


But the Master Echo didn't tell me!

 That rankled. That made Brother Jerdan think impious thoughts that interfered with his concentration on the great work. In the marketplace that day, he had passed a small girl, a lovely child with large dark eyes and a beautiful, happy smile, and he hadn't so much as struck her. Oh no! His mind was on the great lapse of Protocol, the insult to his authority! Brother Jerdan was thoroughly disgusted with himself, and for he glory of Malitus, his questions had to be resolved.


I will seek audience tonight.

 With a thought it was done. No chance to let his fear grow, watered by time and his presumption. He would speak to the Master Echo and ask, nay demand, an explanation.

 Jerdan inhaled the incense, and though it stung his nose and made his eyes tear, he inhaled again, more deeply this time, and he began to feel the effect. His vision did not clear; it remained blurry and hazy, unfocused. He burned himself putting out the candle but was aware of the pain only as from a distance. He staggered the few steps to his rough cot, more fell than lay down on it, and he was asleep so quickly it was like being struck dead.

*
 

 Joslyn returned to find Kessa in dream again, but she did not tread lightly this time. She took Kessa in her fantasy of Tolas and ended it like a door slammed shut. Kessa blinked in confusion as Joslyn held her at arm's length in another empty shell.

 "What... what did you say?"

 Joslyn repeated it. Very slowly, very distinctly. "You can't help Tolas here," she said, "and neither can I." The disbelief and anger in Kessa's eyes were hard to take, but changed nothing. Kessa pulled away and Joslyn let her go. "I'm sorry, Kessa, but it's true."

 It was also true that Kessa was no trained dreamer, but there was nothing wrong with her will, and right then all her will was intent on hurting someone named Joslyn. "I ought to kill you," she said, and since it was still her dream, she moved easily into the stream of the play. An arbalest appeared in her hands, set and ready.

 "Kessa—" Joslyn didn't finish it, because Kessa shot her. The bolt tore through her left breast and exited messily out her back, and for an instant, Kessa's vision held and made the pain very real. Joslyn straightened slowly, her body unmarked, the memory of her agony fading. "I hope you enjoyed that."

 Kessa shook her head. "I was a fool to think I could hurt you here, where you're like a damn goddess. However..."

 Joslyn read her meaning and closed the gap between them in something less than an instant.

 "Let me go! Damn you, let me go..."

 Joslyn did no such thing. She held Kessa's struggling Nightsoul with more than her hands—she turned her will on trapping Kessa within the play and, despite Kessa's almost hysterical struggles, kept her there.

 "You can't hold me forever!"

 Joslyn needed something a little beyond her just then, and she thought back to the one time, long ago, when she tried to sample one of Musa's rarer herbs without asking her. Joslyn remembered Musa's voice when she caught her, and when Joslyn spoke to Kessa, her voice had the same gleaming edge. "Girl, you have no idea of what I can or can't do."

 Some of that steel pierced Kessa's anger and she stopped fighting. Joslyn let her go, warily, but Kessa didn't try to escape again. For once, Kessa's hard years carried no extra weight; she was a girl barely sixteen, and there was as much frustration as anger in her voice. "You promised..."


Where have I heard that before? Joslyn almost smiled. "To help. To try. To see what might be done." Joslyn felt more than a little uncomfortable trying to throw down wisdom from the height of her eighteen years, and the hurt and betrayal in Kessa's eyes didn't help much. "Kessa, I tell you..." Joslyn stopped, and after a moment she smiled grimly. "No, I'll show you." Without giving Kessa time to hesitate or resist, Joslyn wrapped her in the tatters of the dream and led her through the mist.

*
 

 Jerdan awoke in a place he did not know. It was not the Hall of Audience, an echo of the real one in the Temple. But it was a temple of some kind. There was a massive ebony altar beside him, and beyond that, vague outlines of what must have been pillars, but if so, they were as wide and thick as granaries. Beyond that he could see nothing at all.

 "Master?"

 It wasn't so an increase of light as a lessening of the darkness. The chair appeared on the far side of the altar, and there sat the Echo of Malitus. He wore the dark robes of an Ender, but his face was hidden in the depths of his hood, and his hands were covered with black leather gloves. "Shall I bark for you, Brother?"

 Jerdan licked his lips. "Master, I don't understand."

 "Then it's well you serve Malitus with the force of your conviction, since your intellect serves no one. You summoned me as you would a faithful hound. I thought I should act the part."

 The Master Echo's face remained hidden as always, but Jerdan could feel his eyes on him like two arrows set to the nock and awaiting only a word. Jerdan fell to his knees. "F-forgive me, Master Echo. I know it was presumptuous, but I thought—"

 The Master laughed. "No, Jerdan. If you had thought, even for a moment, you wouldn't have done it. Do you know where you are, Jerdan?"

 "No, Master."

 "This is the Temple of Malitus."

 Jerdan looked around him, confused. "But there's no room like this in the Temple."

 "You mean that lop-sided barracks you so lovingly designed? No, Jerdan. Look beyond the altar again. What do you see?"

 "I don't see anything."

 Jerdan sensed, but did not see, the smile. "Yes, Jerdan—nothing. Beyond where we stand—nothing. Beyond the presence of Malitus—nothing. This is our Temple, Brother. Our most sacred shrine. And you are the first Brother of the Order to see it."

 Jerdan tried to fight back his growing fear. "I am honored."

 "I am tired, Jerdan. At my age, travel on the dream plane is not as easy as it once was. So when you summoned me, I summoned you. As I do so often when I choose an acolyte for our special work. Here they are purified of all impediments to that work. Their reason, for a start."

 Jerdan finally understood. "You mean the Storms."

 "Yes, Brother. Mindless forces of nature, striking at random without rhyme, reason, mercy or understanding. The name suits them."

 Jerda seized the opening. "But that's why I risked your anger, Master—the Storms! I must speak with you."

 "And so you shall."

 It happened in an instant. Suddenly Jerdan was looking up into blackness, his arms and legs tightly bound by fetters he couldn't see. He strained to turn his had and realized, his horror growing, just where he was.

 The Master Echo strolled casually around the altar, his gloved hands caressing the cool stone. "Consider the advantages," he said softly. "No more doubts, no more worries... no more fear. You'll move through the city like your name, striking without warning, destroying contentment, the illusion of security, all the things that are anathema to Malitus. Until the day the Watchers track you down and slice you to martyrdom... Consider it, Jerdan."

 "Master, If I've offended you—"

 "Why should you think such a thing?" purred the Faceless One. "Don't you realize the honor I'm paying you?"

 "Of—of course, Master. But surely I'm more valuable as Brother of the Order?" He didn't sound very hopeful.

 The Master Echo paused, the blackness underneath his hood turned directly on Jerdan. "Surely? No. But perhaps..."

 As quickly as the scene had changed, it changed again. Jerdan kneeled before the chair where the Master Echo was once more seated. Jerdan no longer felt the invisible manacles and breathed a silent prayer of thanksgiving to Malitus.

 The Master leaned back on his dark throne. "As I said, Jerdan—perhaps. Until your passion for our cause, your devotion is again brought to my attention by such an action as summoning the Great One's humble Echo. Then I don't think I could restrain myself from honoring you suitably. Am I making myself clear, Brother?"

 Jerdan put his forehead to the floor. "As the righteousness of our cause, Master."

 "Then we won't dwell on it. Now, Brother, tell me what couldn't wait until the appointed time."

 Jerdan hesitated. "Compared with the... honor, you sought to bestow, it seems so trivial," he said, "but without warning we weren't able to prepare. I'm not questioning your action, understand, but it cost us a valuable convert."

 The Master idly drummed the arm of his chair with his fingers during most of Jerdan's speech. "Did it really?" he finally asked, his voice neutral.

 "Yes, one of the Sulidun converts, and we get so few of them. They're far too content with their lives, damn them."

 The gloved hand never paused. Jerdan felt each tap like a blow, and the faint sound of them rushed out into the silence like pebbles trying to fill a well. After awhile the thrumming stopped, and the silence was loud indeed.

 "Brother Jerdan, what are you talking about?"

 "Why... the new Storm! He strangled an acolyte before we could restrain him. Usually we lock them away for 'vigil', but when you created this one without giving us word..." Jerdan was suddenly aware of his own voice. How silly and whining it sounded. Perhaps this awareness was because it seemed to be bouncing off the Master like a stone cliff. "You really don't know, do you?" Jerdan asked.

 It was a mistake. A bad one. Jerdan knew it, and his fear gave way to a strange calm. Maybe there was only so much terror in him, and the Master Echo had used it all. Or maybe the reminder of things beyond the Master, beyond his knowledge and power, gave him courage. He didn't know about that, but he was pretty certain of just how much difference his new-found serenity was going to make.

 The Master stood. "I do believe," he said, "that you'll be honored after all."

 Jerdan was back on the altar, but this time the stone didn't seem so substantial. He felt suspended by his fetters over a void, he felt the strain at his wrists and ankles. When he looked down he saw the swirl of dark waters.

*
 

 The long step into Tolas's dream was a step back in time. Tolas was there: a little younger, a little softer around the eyes and mouth. The scars within that made his gaze hard and his eyes grim were not there. He stood at the corner of two worn streets at the marketplace; Joslyn recognized the tall pillar where she and Kessa had watched the Enders send pain into the world. Only now there were no Enders—a small crowd gathered around Tolas, but it was clear he was in no danger. A cracked leather pack stood beside him on the cobbles, the crowd was friendly and smiling, and Tolas stood tapping one foot, his finger set thoughtfully to his lips as if he had all the time in eternity.

 "Ess, what should I do next?"

 The pack seemed to squirm; the flap lifted just enough to show the long nose and small, bright eyes of a brown rat. "You might try slicing one of these lovely ladies in two," it said in a squeaky voice. "You might even get it right this time."

 There were several gasps from the crowd, though whether triggered by sight of the rat or the sound of it's voice, Joslyn couldn't say. At first she thought the rat was an illusion of the dream, but there were no illusions of that sort here. And she remembered others in Ly Ossia who had the talent of speaking without moving their lips, but of all she had seen, Tolas was the best.

 He moved quickly to maintain control of the crowd. "It's all right, good people—Ess may complain, but he usually does as he's told. Would that the rest of his kin in this fair city did the same."

 With that Tolas again became one with the people around him, sharing the old jokes of comrades at arms. "Now then... oh, I know. Ess, give me the rope."

 No doubt acting on some signal, the rat vanished into the depths of the pack and reappeared with the end of a hempen cord in his teeth. Tolas thanked him and began to pull it out of the pack, but the more he pulled, the more cord ribboned out, until there was a small pile at his feet and no end in sight.

 "Think you got enough?" the rat asked.

 "Well... maybe we'll put a little back." Tolas measured out a single span of the hemp and held a section of the rat's muzzle. "Would you mind cutting this?" Ess obligingly gnawed the cord in two, and Tolas shoved the rest back into the pack. "That'll be all for now."

 The rat retreated after the cord, though not without several muttered opinions on Tolas's conjuring talent. There was good-natured laughter from the crowd; Tolas acknowledged it with a wry grin, saying, "Easy for him to talk—if things go wrong he's got a place to hide."

 For the next several minutes Tolas worked the roped for all it was worth: tying knots that disappeared, knots that moved up and down the rope, one that even slid off the rope entirely. Finally he looped the rope double over his arm and took a small knife from his belt. "And now..."

 Ess never missed a cue, though Joslyn had no idea how they were given. He appeared beneath the flap and yawned hugely. "Is that the best you can do? They've seen the healed rope trick a thousand times. Am I right?"

 More laughter, and one or two nods from the crowd. Tolas took the knot he had pulled off the rope earlier and threw it at the rat's nose. Ess withdrew, squeaking indignantly. Tolas gazed ruefully at the cord in his hand. "He is right... but Ess, don't you know how hard it is to think up impossible things? That no one hasn't already seen, that is."

 A muffled reply from the leather bag. "You could scale a lesser mountain, Great Magician."

 Tolas smiled. "I could, at that." He turned to the crowd, and his gaze seemed to touch each person there individually, separating them one by one from the identity of the crowd. He came to a little girl near the front rank. She was dirty and ragged, her hair falling in thick, dark rivulets to her shoulder like a muddy river.


Street orphan, thought Joslyn. It wasn't just her appearance—ordinary neglect could do that. It was in the eyes—the certainty of nowhere to go, no one to help. The child in those eyes was nearly dead; when the spark was gone, nothing like it would ever come again. Joslyn found it hard to look at her, hard not to remember.

 Tolas kneeled in front of the girl, and for a moment Joslyn thought she would turn and bolt into the crowd, but Tolas's friendly smile was like a lasso; it caught and held her long enough for Tolas to complete the snare with his voice. "What's your name?"

 "Aynfyr," she said, looking at her feet.

 Tolas took her chin in a gentle grip and made her look at him. "Aynfyr... that's a pretty name. Like the princess in the story?"

 The girl nodded sheepishly. "She made it up," a man in the crowd said, but he was quickly shushed.

 Tolas ignored the interruption. "Then you know all about Aynfyr and her Marvelous Horn. It was supposed to give her whatever she needed. Trouble was, she didn't always know what she needed. Are you like that?" The girl shook her head and Tolas grinned. "No, I didn't think so. Well, I'm no 'marvelous horn', Aynfyr. I can't give you what you need, but maybe I can give you something you'd want, something you've never seen before. Would you like that?"

 The girl nodded, and there was the faintest promise of a smile on her face. Joslyn glanced at Kessa—no help there—then back at Tolas.


What's he doing?

 Tolas stood up, and when he spoke again, he included the rest of the audience in the sweep of his voice. "Aynfyr, what would you like to see?"

 Without a moment's hesitation, the answer came in a high, piping voice. "A butterfly."


Tolas, if that child's not working for you, you're in deep trouble.

 Joslyn half-expected Tolas to produce a butterfly from his bag of tricks, perhaps a thing of silk floating on gossamer threads too fine to see, guided by artful gestures. Tolas did no such thing, and Joslyn was relieved, though she couldn't say why.

 Tolas smiled at the girl. "Of course... and how many of the rest of you have never seen a butterfly? Not so many of them in Darsa, are there?" There were muttered assents from the crowd, and Tolas paused just a moment to acknowledge them. "No... not so many. Roaches? By the bushel. And rats," he said, turning a pointed look on the leather bag. There was a muffled obscenity from within, but nothing else. Tolas rubbed his chin with the knuckles of his right hand. "Yes, I think we could all use a butterfly today. Thank you, Aynfyr."

 He sat down cross-legged as if before a campfire. Some of the people there moved to the side to get a better view; others went down on one knee. The effect was that of a large family gathered around a tale-spinner, and Tolas took his part immediately. "Now then... I'm sure all here have at least heard of a butterfly, but maybe everyone doesn't know what it looks like, what it is. Then one could land on your head and you'd know no more than you did. So let's picture it together." He spread his hands, palm up, and the put the edges together to form a rough butterfly outline. "The wings move like this..." Tolas's nimble fingers lifted and fell in long wavelike patterns, showing the motion of languid wings.


He's got that perfectly. Joslyn remembered a butterfly of her own, and for an instant could almost see Tolas's hands as a butterfly, drifting over a meadow filled with flowers... Nonsense. If he doesn't give these people something soon, they'll turn on him.

 Joslyn had seen street magicians before, and to a man and woman, they kept moving—talking, doing their tricks and schemes, never for a moment giving the audience time to get restless. But Tolas set his own pace, oblivious, and the crowd marched to it. He was in control; it was as simple as that.

 Tolas moved on without pause. "And the colors of the wings, well, you'll just have to imagine those. Like spatters of a rainbow, meeting and blending one into the other, and such patterns! Like nothing else." He went on, drawing the image of a butterfly in fluid detail: the rainbow wings, the long, fragile legs, the delicate spiral tongue. And all the while his fingers mimed its fluttering motion, Joslyn found herself almost captured by Tolas's word-portrait, but her unease was growing by the moment. Just what was he up to?

 There was a gasp for the crowd, then another, then what sounded like one long, communal sigh. Aynfyr laughed and clapped her hands together, her eyes on Tolas's hands... no, on a spot about six inches above his spread fingers. The audience pressed closer, obscuring Joslyn's view, and their voices buzzed with mixed excitement and wonder.

 Joslyn felt Kessa's fingers digging into her arm. She glanced to the side, saw the odd light gleaming in the girl's eyes. She's within the dream.

 Kessa gasped and shook with excitement like a child. "Joslyn, isn't it wonderful!?"

 Joslyn didn't answer; she didn't know how. She saw the audience now looking up above the circle they made about Tolas, and still she saw nothing. Has he hypnotized them? I saw what they saw, heard what they --

 She knew. It wasn't whether she was hypnotized or not, tricked into seeing something that wasn't there. She was outside, as Kessa and Tolas's memories were not. And it was a memory, Joslyn was sure. Those people long ago had seen something, as Kessa did now. Joslyn was the only one who didn't see, and it occurred to her that she very much wanted to see. It would be simple; all she had to do was enter the dream... only she was already in the dream and still apart. But she was not seeing and accepting it, as Kessa did. For that she would have to take one extra step and become a part of Tolas's dream.


Come on, Joslyn. You know how.

 It seemed so strange to think of it that way—she knew how. Part of the Dreamer's basic stock of skills. Kessa lacked the dreamer discipline; she didn't know how not to accept the dream. Right then Joslyn envied her ignorance very much.


It's easy...

 It sounded like an argument. Joslyn frowned and began to go through the preliminary steps to relax the Nightsoul's conscious control and fade into the play, to blend in like one more drop of water in a stream. One deep breath of the air of the night world and...

 Nothing. It didn't work.

 Joslyn tried again, but with the same result. Must be a little out of practice... Her thought was rudely interrupted by the laughter. Joslyn glanced at Kessa, but she still stood, eyes shining in wonder at nothing Joslyn could see.

 "Did you hear that?"

 Kessa barely glanced at her. "I didn't hear anything."


Of course not, Joslyn thought, Only I can hear a harpy laugh. And that burst of laughter was like cold water in the face of her delusion. Joslyn knew how to enter the dream. She wasn't going to do it.

 THAT'S RIGHT, DEAR—DON'T LOSE CONTROL FOR AN INSTANT. NO TELLING WHAT YOU MIGHT SEE.

 The harpy hovered over the crowd, sounding its cackle while it crudely aped the flutter of a butterfly with its large, dark wings. The crowd didn't change, didn't react at all. Joslyn knew the harpy was for her alone.


Damn you to every hell there is!

 Joslyn wrenched Kessa out of the dream. It was a rape; she didn't tell herself otherwise. Joslyn went into the part of the dream that Kessa claimed for herself, and for that instant, just before Kessa lost the dream, Joslyn saw the butterfly through Kessa's eyes.


Sweet Dreamer.

 And then it was past, the vision fading into memory. Kessa was again outside, looking dazed.

 "What... what did you do?"

 "I pulled you back," Joslyn said, "It was time." It wasn't exactly a lie, but close enough. Joslyn felt angry at all of creation, but when she looked at Kessa and knew that she no longer saw Tolas's butterfly, Joslyn was mostly angry at herself. "Kessa..."

 Kessa didn't seem to hear. She was looking through the haze of the dream at the crowd of people. "It was there a moment ago... Did you see it, Joslyn?"

 "Yes," Joslyn lied.

 "Did he—I dream that?"

 Joslyn shook her head. "No. I believe Tolas actually made them see a butterfly."

 The crowd was now looking as one toward a spot in the sky as if a huge butterfly with brilliant blue and gold wings were disappeared in the distance. Some continued to stare, others blinked like sleepers awakening, milled about; some few others came by to put money in Tolas's upturned cap. The show was over, and soon the audience began to disperse. Aynfyr lingered for a moment; then she too wandered off, using her new-found notoriety to beg a few coppers from the scattering audience. Tolas packed the rest of his equipment, pausing to feed his sharp-eyed assistant.

 Joslyn took a firm grip on Kessa's arm and a firmer grip on the dream around her. "This is where I came in before. Watch now, and for Tolas's sake don't try to interfere!"

 Tolas hoisted the pack, slung it over his back, and set off down one of the small side streets that spoked into the central hub of the marketplace. He turned off that street into another that was little more than an alley between two ruined buildings. Tolas opened a door and slipped inside part of one that was still standing. Joslyn and Kessa got a glimpse of the bed and a few simple furnishings, but their attention was on the Enders.

 There were three of them, and they were waiting for Tolas. It was carefully planned, and they wasted neither time nor talk. They caught Tolas unaware; two pinned his arms, and the third struck him in the head—not enough to kill; that wasn't on their minds. While Tolas was dazed, the leader took a shaving razor from his robe, pried open Tolas's mouth, and mutilated him. It wasn't his skilled, nimble hands they destroyed, damn them. They knew where the magic was.

 "No... No!!"

 Kessa was separate from the dream now, as was Joslyn; the shout was not heard. It was all Joslyn could do to restrain Kessa from attacking the hateful memory like a wildcat. "Let me go! Joslyn, don't you see what they're doing!?"

 Joslyn did not let her go. "Doing? It's a memory, Kessa. Done long ago." Joslyn could well understand Kessa's anger. The dream—the memory—was vivid and spared nothing. When Tolas fainted, the leader made a bandage of a wad of cloth and put it behind Tolas's teeth to catch some of the blood. One of the others dropped Tolas's pack on the floor and stomped it; the sadistic light in his eyes was oddly reassuring. When the leader did his part, that look was missing; he might have been writing a tally of account instead of cutting out a man's tongue, for all the emotion on his face. The other was different; he enjoyed what he did. Joslyn saw how the blanket Cult of Malitus sheltered all: those who truly believed in the rightness of their cause and those who would have been the killers, the savages, in any case. Only now they had a cause and religion that absolved them of whatever they did. Whatever they wanted to do.

 Kessa had stopped fighting, but she was still seething. "If this was true memory then I've seen the devils' faces," she said. "I'll hunt them, I'll kill every last one!"

 Joslyn laughed harshly. "You'll be denied, girl—remember? Tolas saw them, too."

 The scene faded like a curtain rung down, and then there were three short vignettes: Tolas, white faced and trembling, ambushing an Ender in an alley, and that was one. Tolas now not so white faced, not so trembling, confronting another Ender in an abandoned building and leaving him twitching on the floor, and that was two. Tolas saved the leader for last, but Joslyn didn't think there was much savor left in that morsel by then. The Tolas that killed the first acolyte was not the same one who slipped into the darkened temple, found one acolyte out of hundreds, and quietly slit his throat, muffling his death throes in his own blanket. This Tolas had the cold smile and hard eyes that Joslyn remembered from her first meeting; the Tolas that created butterflies out of words and need had died a slow death with every blow, every cut that called itself revenge until there was little—perhaps nothing—of him left.

 Until the dream began again. The marketplace crossroads appeared; the crowd and Aynfyr appeared and finally Tolas himself—reborn. Joslyn waited just long enough to confirm what she already knew; the dream would repeat. "Aynfyr, what would you like to see?"

 Joslyn took Kessa's hand and drew her, dazed and unresisting, from the borders of the dream. "There was much that I didn't see before, but nothing changed. I wager this dream repeats every night."

 Hope was nearly gone from Kessa's face, but what flicker there was made a feeble attempt to salvage something. "What if you stopped that part of the dream where they... you know. I think you could do it."

 Joslyn sighed. "I could. And if the shock of interference didn't end the dream, he would awaken to find nothing changed at all. How kind would that be, Kessa? How would that endear me—or you—to him?"

 Kessa looked beaten, her voice barely a whisper. "I just thought..."

 Joslyn waited, but it seemed Kessa wasn't entirely sure what she thought. Joslyn remembered cutting her from Tolas's dream and decided to tell her. "You thought what Tolas thought—that his anger could be given names and faces and lives separate from his own to be taken away. You thought of accounts settled and enemies defeated. Now those three young lunatics are past hurting, but Tolas tries again every damned night, hoping it can make a difference. But it never does."

 "We—I, pitied him," said Kessa, softly, "but I don't think any of us understood how much he had lost, why he couldn't accept it. I wanted to help."

 Joslyn spent a long moment before she said what she said. It wasn't her business; it was trouble, it was danger, and she had enough of her own. All true. And still she said it. "As long as it wasn't too much bother."

 Kessa frowned. "What does that mean?"

 "It means you wanted to help so long as it was a quick cut into his dreams and all the pain ebbing like a lanced boil. Well, you've seen that it isn't so easy and you're giving up."

 Kessa tried to leave the Nightstage, but Joslyn was too quick for her. "I realize," Joslyn said, "that come morning you'll be able to do all sorts of unpleasant things to me, but right now, right here I'm bigger and stronger than you can imagine, and you're going to listen."

 Kessa was nearly spitting with rage. "You arrogant bitch! You don't understand—"

 Joslyn laughed in her face. "I don't? I've seen you with Tolas, and the only thing that makes you different with him is that your face goes a little more unconcerned, a little more of a mask, a little more a study in indifference. You wanted to help him, but you didn't want to let him know why. So you used me to get to Tolas through his dreams. It was safe—for you. Only it can't be safe, Kessa. Care for someone and you've given them a power to hurt that an Ender would envy. All you have to do is let him know, and you'll never be safe again as long as you live. And you won't take that risk. Now, little girl—tell me I don't understand."

 Kessa looked stunned. "I don't know what you are," Kessa finally managed, "but I don't think you're human."

 Joslyn smiled sweetly. "Are you afraid of me, Kessa?"

 Bravado gave a great effort, but truth won. "Yes, Joslyn. I am."

 "As afraid as you are of Tolas?"

 Kessa slowly shook her head.

 "Very good. Tolas is still lying to himself; don't do the same if you still want to help him."

 "What do I do?"

 Joslyn shrugged. "I have no idea," she said, and smiled, "but I can't wait to find out."

*
 

 Joslyn sat in the mist, knees pulled close under her chin, eyes closed, mind drifting. She felt incredibly weary; she felt her time in dream growing short. Kessa's dream shone with the soft glow of dying embers; it was a good piece of work. Joslyn felt a certain pride of craftsmanship in the way she had eased Kessa back into her own dreams, giving her a little respite before morning came and the problem of Tolas followed it like a persistent puppy. Time enough to worry about that then—for now Kessa dreamed a dream of long, lazy flights through clouds of oblivion.

 Joslyn yawned. Must go soon.

 MUST.

 It sounded like an echo. Joslyn listened, but there was nothing else.


Hello...?

 HELLO.


I'm in no mood to play, Musa. Go away.

 SOON. SOON I WILL GO AWAY. I'M NOT... MUSA? NO. I AM MYSELF.

 Joslyn sat up. Either Musa—or the one she thought of as Musa—was disguising how she sounded in the aether of dream, or...


Who are you?

 MYSELF. A hint of annoyance there. TOLD YOU.

 Joslyn was a little annoyed too, but somehow she didn't think 'Myself was being difficult by choice. She—that was the one thing Joslyn was sure about—seemed to have trouble grasping the sense of words easily. Joslyn tried again. Do you have a name?

 A long silence. THINK SO... SOMEWHERE. IS IT IMPORTANT?

 Joslyn turned her head slowly. The voice was inside her head, but that didn't mean it had no direction. She heard it like a voice calling from a distance, and by 'listening' carefully, she was able to tell that direction. By now all the warnings had flashed into her mind, just as they were supposed to. She was an Ender adept. She was a servant of Tagramon. She was mad. All there in place, row on shining row. Joslyn ignored them. She did sense danger underneath the stranger's words, but it wasn't aimed at her. Are you in trouble?

 YES...

 The voice was fainter now. Joslyn made her best guess and set off. She didn't know where she was going, so there was no way to make speed except by running, and Joslyn ran. She felt a vast sense of urgency, that delay might bring disaster. Where are you?

 FAR.


Wait then. I'm coming.

 Fainter still. CANNOT.


I'm losing her...

 The voice again, stronger but not much, as if the stranger were gathering all her fading strength for one last shout.

STOP.

 Joslyn stopped. There was a faint glow up ahead, but it wasn't a dream in any sense she understood. It quickly resolved itself into the shape of a woman about Joslyn's height, with long red hair that covered her shoulders and back. She wore a shapeless dress, almost like a robe, with spiral patterns stitched into the cloth in blue thread. All this Joslyn took in with one glance, after that all her attention was on the woman's eyes. Set in a thin, pointed face, her eyes were golden with no whites or pupils, like two polished discs of amber.

 Joslyn had a new question now. What are you?

 FIRSTBORN, GIRL.

 She faded even as she spoke. Joslyn knew she had never been there at all—it was a projected image, a dream casting. Not an illusion, Joslyn was certain. She had seen the woman as she was—somewhere.


Firstborn?

 Joslyn didn't understand what had happened but at the moment that didn't matter. It was time to leave. Joslyn turned and saw the other dreamer. She had been standing in the mists behind Joslyn, watching. Joslyn broke into a smile of relief. "Alyssa!"

 Alyssa didn't smile, and when Joslyn took a step toward her, Alyssa took a step back. The few moments that followed were long and cold, because Joslyn understood. "Not you, Alyssa. Not for Tagramon."

 Alyssa fled. Joslyn forgot her weariness, ignored the pull that came stronger and stronger, the feel of the daysoul trying to waken. You can't outrun me!


I can try.

 It was like two marsh-lights playing tag—Alyssa trying to escape the circle of the Darsan Nightstage, Joslyn moving to block her, hem her in. For long moments this went on; Joslyn felt her time growing shorter and shorter. Finally, Alyssa tried a different tack, and cut back into the heart of the Darsan night.


If I lose her now...

 Joslyn knew that it didn't matter if Alyssa escaped or not; nothing could prevent her betraying Joslyn to the Dream Master, if that was her intention. But there was something still unresolved.

 Joslyn caught Alyssa by the glow of a ragged dream that flickered and writhed, glowed and darkened like a failing campfire.

 Alyssa struggled. "Let me go!"

 Joslyn shook her head. "Not before you tell me why. And don't say 'Dream Master's command.' This is me, Alyssa."

 Alyssa stopped fighting, but she wouldn't meet Joslyn's eyes. "You wouldn't understand."

 Despite Joslyn's best efforts, all the menace and posturing fell away from her like rotted cloth. "Alyssa, you were my friend. You owe me that much."

 Alyssa said nothing and did nothing for many long moments. She finally nodded, beaten. "All right, Joslyn. I had to search for you... because of Ter. Since we were forced to "rest," he's been retreating into his own dreams every night, unable to perform an augury. The Dream Master was going to release him from his oath—let him go. But if I agreed to help find you..."

 "He'd release you, too?"

 Alyssa shook her head, and she looked like she was fighting a smile. "I said you wouldn't understand. Joslyn, he said he'd let Ter stay." Joslyn's shock must have shown on her face; anger crept into Alyssa's voice. "Joslyn, we have nowhere else to go!"

 "Nowhere?! With the whole of the world to choose from?"

 Alyssa laughed. "You sang the tune differently back in the Temple, for all that you loathed making oracles. Do you know where I was when Tagramon found me?"

 Joslyn dismissed that. "On the street, Alyssa. As I was."

 "Yes, friend. But which one?"

 Joslyn caught her meaning. "I didn't know."

 Alyssa shrugged. "Ter has always been such a child; it was up to me to take care of us. Maybe the Temple isn't honest, but it's a better trade than I had. I—I won't go back there, Joslyn. Not for you, not for anyone."

 Joslyn's arms fell to her sides and she stepped back. "All right, Alyssa. You'd better hurry home."

 Alyssa frowned. "Just like that? You're letting me go?"

 Joslyn laughed a bitter laugh. "There was never any question of that. Morning calls me no less strongly than it calls you. But a friend betrayed me and I had to know why. Now I do. It's all right, Alyssa. In your place I might have done the same."

 Much later, when hindsight crystallized the moment for her, Joslyn realized her forgiveness was the worst blow she could have dealt Alyssa. Cursing, attacking, either would have been better than Joslyn's calm acceptance. Anything else would have given her the anger she so desperately needed. As it was, Alyssa was left with nothing at all.

 "Somna damn you..."

 Alyssa turned blindly and stepped right into the shadowed glow, just as Joslyn finally understood what the chaos of that particular dream meant.


The boy on the beach!

 The moment was frozen in place, it seemed. There was time to realize what Alyssa had stepped into. There was time for fear to strike hard and cold inside Joslyn's body and mind.

 But time to warn Alyssa, none at all.

 Joslyn did it before she thought—she plunged into the dream like a swimmer into the ocean after a drowning friend.

 And the Dark Sea was waiting.




 
  



Chapter 12—Joyous
 

 Inlos lived in an isolated wing of the Temple of Somna. Those who saw to his needs asked no questions and tried not to think about what they saw in his eyes. Only two people in the Temple knew his name. Neither of them was among his keepers.

 Belor knew. He walked down the corridor, his slow, arthritic gait echoing its rhythm against the narrow walls. He met one of the attendants just as the man was exiting Inlos's rooms. He carried a tray covered with stained white cloth. With practiced unconcern, he acknowledged Belor with a little bow. "Holiness."

 Belor nodded absently. "Is he sane today?"

 The question seemed to give the attendant priest a little trouble. "Holiness, I'm not sure. He's said nothing all day; mostly he lies in his bed and sobs as if his heart would break."

 A smile touched the corner of Belor's mouth. "Then he's sane." He dismissed the priest and the man scuttled away, looking grateful. Belor rapped once on the door, got no answer, and went in.

 The priest had the gist of it: a lean young man with unkempt dark hair lay diagonally across a comfortable-looking bed. His brown eyes were rimmed with tears and swollen. The rest of the room was in better order than Inlos just then: paintings of mystical themes hung straight on the walls; a tall bookshelf nestled securely against the near wall, the scrolls stacked neatly, the few leather-bound books in place. Sometimes the situation was quite the reverse—Inlos in smiling serenity in his bed, the room total chaos. But then the keeper priests would scurry into the room like the hearth-sprites of legend and put all to rights again.

 Except, of course, for Inlos. He fixed the High Priest with one bleary eye. "Today," he announced, "is tragedy."

 Belor sat in the cushioned chair. "The day itself or your attitude toward it?"

 Inlos looked petulant. He sounded that way, too. "Since my perception is the only one that matters, I fail to see the difference."

 "Quite right," soothed Belor, "but I have some news that may cheer you."

 "I doubt it," Inlos said, "but you have my permission to try."

 "Thank you," Belor said. There was no mockery in his voice, but it rang loud and clear in his mind. His ability to keep those particular echoes silent was the main reason Tagramon sent him to speak with Inlos—the Dream Master had never really mastered the art of dealing with this particular dream talent. Belor began to pluck the strings that would produce the melody he wanted. "We found Joslyn."

 Tears still glistened in the young man's eyes, but the sobbing stopped. There might even have been a flicker of interest, but his darkened lids closed and he yawned. "Certainly took you long enough. Where was the dear girl hiding?"

 "Darsa, apparently," Belor said, letting just the right hint of half-truth and things hidden to creep into his tone.

 An obedient fish, Inlos rose to the bait. "Apparently? I thought you were sure."

 Belor spread his hands. "As certain as one can be in these matters. When Alyssa returned as she did, well..."

 Inlos sat up by the massive headboard, drew his feet under him, and sat cross-legged like a Sulidun chieftain. He wagged a finger in Belor's direction. "Tell me all there is, Belor, and be quick because I am not a patient man."


Another way of saying you have the attention span of a child. That's all right, lad—I can be patient for both of us.

 Belor went on to describe Alyssa's awakening. How many White Robes it had taken to prevent her from tearing the flesh of her face away. How she fared now, bound and locked away with the shards of her mind.

 Inlos listened until the end, and by then his eyes were dry and thoughtful looking. "Joslyn...?"

 Belor shrugged. "Alyssa was too cautious to get involved in anything she couldn't handle. Unless, of course, she was pushed. And Joslyn is a powerful dreamer."

 "Darsa, you said?"

 "Yes. She and that man must be there. We hate to ask this, you know that, but..."

 Inlos smiled in satisfaction. "But you need my help. Because I'm the only one who can help."

 Belor put his hands together and then opened them, palm up, in a gesture of surrender. "Just so."

 Inlos stopped smiling. "Wouldn't it be easier to just kill them both?"

 "Simpler," Belor conceded, "assuming we could find them. But it's no secret that the Temple functions, shall we say, less efficiently in Darsa. And Joslyn is the renegade, not the poor fool she seduced into helping her. Your way would make a better example."

 Inlos grinned. "You said it. You actually said the words. My way! Yes, of course it would." Inlos turned sullen. "But I didn't think you'd admit it."

 Belor shrugged. "I'm a practical man. Superior ability makes for superior results. I merely state the facts."

 Inlos brightened again, but only for a moment. "If it was Joslyn who scrambled that silly girl's head for her, then Joslyn knows she's been found. She'll be moving."

 "They won't have time to go far. And since you know where to start looking, I doubt she'll escape you."

 Inlos wasn't really listening. He stared at the velvet coverlet of his bed, fascinated. He reached out and touched it, gingerly, as if it would shrink away from him. "It's soft. Would Joslyn's skin feel anything like it, I wonder? Will madness bring out her inner beauty? So many questions, Belor. Pain strips the masks away. Pain is the greatest god."

 The High Priest said nothing, his certainty fading a little. Inlos was dancing on the edge as always, but sometimes it was hard to tell which side of the knife he would fall. "Then the Temple can count on your help?"

 Inlos was drifting into a Change; Belor saw it in his eyes. "The Temple can count on me to do whatever amuses me at the moment."

 Inlos suddenly grinned, bounced off the bed like an excited child, and began to pull the paintings off the wall, one after the other. Belor bowed slightly and took his leave, but as he walked down the hall, his hands were involved in a little pantomime: that of a man rolling up and tucking away an empty leash.

*

 In the short time since her waking, Joslyn's room had transformed into a council room. Ghost and Daycia were there, and Kessa. Meleay, her child riding in a sling on her side, brought Joslyn a cup of tea heavily laced with something strong and soothing. Joslyn needed it; she could barely hold the cup for trembling.

 Predictably, it was Daycia who cut to the heart of the matter. "I think we can assume you've been found."

 Joslyn nodded, holding the cup with both hands. "I think we can."

 Ghost wasn't convinced. "But Joslyn, you told us what happened to poor Alyssa. It isn't likely she'll tell Tagramon of your meeting."

 Daycia didn't say anything to that. Joslyn didn't give her a chance. "Ghost, don't be stupid!" she snapped. "Tagramon at the very least will wonder how Alyssa came to grief, and that means they'll concentrate on Darsa, and that means we have to leave. Immediately." It seemed to Joslyn that, even in her rattled condition, she was thinking clearer than Ghost. That worried her.

 Daycia backed her up. "I'm afraid you're right. I should question why the Dream Master suspects you're capable of such a thing, but I won't. Your abilities must be great, for him to fear you as he obviously does."

 Ghost subsided, though he still looked thoughtful. Daycia seemed to think the time for consideration was past. "Kessa, find Tolas and make certain there's no unusual activity around this place. I doubt the Temple has very many agents here, but we'd best make sure. Hurry."

 Kessa left, Meleay close behind. Daycia hesitated at the door. "I'm sorry, but it's become too dangerous for you to remain. I'll see what I can do about getting you both safely away."

 Joslyn kept silent until she was gone. "I'll be surprised if she doesn't hand us over to the Watchers herself."

 "She won't do that," Ghost said.

 Joslyn put her head in her hands. "Don't be so trusting."

 Ghost frowned. "Trust has nothing to do with it. It'd be difficult to surrender us without implicating herself. Much easier just to kill us and hide the bodies. Neater, too."


Now who's thinking clearly? The way Ghost's mind worked was startling at times, but polite disinterest in his own survival made it possible to consider all sides of a situation with annoying clarity. Joslyn tried to match it. "Then we'd better be as little trouble as possible... oh, damn."

 "What is it?"

 "I just remembered the woman I met on the nightstage. I think she was in trouble."

 "From what you tell me of the Darsan nightstage I'm not surprised. What sort of trouble?"

 Joslyn shook her head. "I didn't get a chance to find out. She wasn't really there—it was a projection of some kind... from the south, I think."

 "A sending is a high order of dream skill, Joslyn. Didn't she say anything?"

 "Yes, but it didn't make a lot of sense." Joslyn related the meeting as best she remembered and was a little uneasy to see that Ghost's reaction bordered on excitement.

 "She said 'Firstborn'? You're sure?"

 "Yes, Ghost." Joslyn felt the beginnings of a bad headache.

 "Did you see her eyes?"

 Joslyn had almost forgotten that most distinct feature and was a little annoyed with herself. "No whites," she muttered. "Golden, like unfaceted amber. Does that help? And if your next question is 'Did I dream her'; the answer is no."

 Ghost shrugged. "It's possible you did, whether you know it or not. But I hope..." He hesitated, looking confused.

 "Hope what?"

 He shook his head in wonder. "Hope at all. But I do, I actually do. Marvelous!"

 "Ghost, what are you talking about?"

 "Hope, Joslyn. There's a trace of it still swimming around in these dead waters of mine. I wasn't sure of that till now. Didn't even suspect, really..." Ghost finally noticed the growing pain in Joslyn's eyes. He finished the thought quickly. "I meant to say that I hope you didn't dream her, because if not, you've met an Aversa."

 "There are no more Aversa, if they ever existed," Joslyn said. "I've studied dreamcraft under adepts for two years now, and I've yet to meet anyone who even claimed to have seen one."

 "You just did," Ghost pointed out. "That means there's at least one. South, you said?"

 "South," Joslyn repeated, not really interested. Her headache was assuming the proportions of a full-scale assault, complete with blaring trumpets and thundering horses.

 "Then that's where we go." Ghost's voice had the distinct tone of a discussion ended.

 Joslyn was suddenly interested again. "Ghost, there's nothing south of here but ocean. It's very deep, it's very wet, and nothing in legend implied that the Aversa had gills. I know I don't."

 A little emotion seemed to go a long way in Ghost. He put his little thread of hope back on the loom, and when it came off it was something like annoyance. "One: we're not going to walk. Two: you know nothing about the Southern Ocean. Three: if there is a Firstborn still in this world, she might be the only one left in this world who can help us. And we need help, Joslyn. Or do you think we can hide from the Dream Master forever?"

 Joslyn shook her head and regretted the act immediately. She put one hand on either side of her head but just couldn't stop it from spinning. Ghost sat down on the bed and began massaging her neck up to the base of her skull. It was as if someone had opened a window and let in a blast of cool, fresh air. The throbbing eased; the room stopped its maddening pirouette. Without the haze of pain, her thoughts became coherent again. "Ghost, there's no guarantee that finding out either what happened to your soul or why the Dream Master wants me dead will make the slightest difference."

 "You're right," Ghost agreed.

 Joslyn felt her headache coming back. "An argument," she said, "would have been nice."

*

 Ghost met Daycia in the garden. She was weeding a row of late harvest peas by hand, pulling up the interlopers and leaving them to dry and wither on a stone walkway. Her hair was tied back in a kerchief she'd worn as part of her disguise in the marketplace; sweat glistened on her brow.

 Without a word, Ghost went to work beside her, pulling a weed, carefully shaking the precious soil free from its roots before tossing it onto the pile with the others.

 Daycia smiled. "Ghost, for an incomplete man you've many talents."

 "Incompletely remembered. I think I've done this before, but I didn't know that until jogged by the sight of you at it just now. I get pieces of my life back from time to time, brought to me on the backs of someone else's like pack freight in a caravan. Sometimes I can't wait to see what comes next."

 They worked silently for awhile, until Ghost finally spoke. "There's another reason I'm here."

 "I sent Tolas to fetch you, remember? But I do appreciate the help. The young ones have no patience for it... I wanted to tell you that we've found you a boat."

 "How large?"

 "About thirty feet—eight across the beam, by Kessa's reckoning. Will that do?"

 "Admirably, assuming she's seaworthy."

 "You'll have to judge that for yourself; I'm afraid there are no sailors in my little family." Daycia put both hands in the small of her back and stretched herself upright. "I hope it is, since you need to leave as soon as possible."

 "Before the precise method of our leaving becomes a moot point?"

 Daycia smiled. "I do like you, Ghost. We understand one another."

*

 The inlet nestled under the remnants of the southwestern wall. There was no beach on the side nearest the wall; the land rose stony and defiant against the crashing waves. The water was a deeper shade of green here than it had been on the outlying shallows; a few fishing boats bobbed against a serviceable pier.

 Kessa and Joslyn kept out of sight high up on the sea-cliff, watching through a crevice in the ruined wall. Down below, a tiny man in boots, baggy pants and smock gesticulated widely while Tolas stood patiently by. Ghost poked about on a small vessel lashed broadside to the pier.

 "He's certainly taking his time," Joslyn muttered.

 "Which probably means he's found nothing seriously wrong yet," Kessa said.

 "I have. That thing is entirely too small."

 Kessa laughed softly. "Compared to the sea, yes. Compared to a piece of driftwood, not so bad."

 Joslyn smiled, then glanced at Kessa again and asked the question. "Have you spoken to Tolas?"

 Kessa nodded. That was all.

 Joslyn wasn't content to let it be. "Well?

 Kessa shrugged. "Maybe—"

 She was interrupted by a crashing noise in the undergrowth behind them. Kessa whirled, her arbalest ready. "Who's there?" Silence. "Come out or I'll shoot!" Kessa took careful aim where the sound had been loudest and waited.

 More silence. More waiting, and then finally a bitter voice. "Liar."

 Kessa lowered her weapon in disgust. "Phian. I should have known."

 He came out of the bushes and bracken, looking even more disgusted than Kessa did. "You gave your word, you know. 'Come out or I'll shoot', that's what you said. And I didn't come out and you didn't shoot. The logistics were perfect! Dense ferns too thick to see through but not so thick as to deflect the bolt, myself placed to best advantage... what a perverse creature is man!"

 "I'm a woman," Kessa pointed out.

 "You are a nasty, willful little girl," corrected Phian. "And you tell lies." He sat down on a sunken crenelation and rested his chin on his hands.

 "Phian, we're busy. Please go away," Joslyn said.

 "What will you do if I don't?" Phian asked, glumly unhopeful. "Kill me?"

 Joslyn put her hands on her hips and glared at him. "Master Phian, it should be clear by now that Kessa isn't going to cut your cord. So why are you following us?"

 "Because you're a possibility, and I see do few of those."

 Joslyn looked at Kessa. Kessa gave her an 'oh, why not' look. Joslyn went on. "Phian, I know you're mad, but are you deaf as well? I said—"

 "I know what you said. By 'possibility' I don't mean that you'll necessarily kill me yourselves, understand. But you might make it possible for me to die."

 "How?" Kessa asked.

 "Because," he said, "you're a locus of events; I knew that the first time I saw you. Things happen around you and your friends; events will be altered, people will live and people will die. Possibilities."

 "That's comforting," Joslyn sighed. "Yes, very... but if you really want to die, all you have to do is walk off the edge of the cliff. It's a good eighty feet to the water, assuming you missed the rocks, which is doubtful. Why not take advantage of the opportunity?"

 "I'm a coward," said Phian.


You're a stripped cog, Joslyn thought, and then, caught up in the spirit of it all, added a sprung roof, a cracked mirror, a fogged window --

 "They're coming," Kessa said.

 Joslyn peered down the path to the dock and saw Ghost and Tolas headed up. Their hands were weaving and gesturing in spirited conversation. "You know those signs?"

 Kessa nodded. "Some, but they're too far to make out—"

 "Three. So many..." He came silently; Joslyn hadn't heard him until he stood on the very edge of their small clearing. His voice was full of child-like wonder, his eyes full of nightmares.


The boy in the dream.

 Just as in the dream, only now his robes were ragged and dirty, his young face bruised and streaked with filth and sweat. The long curved knife in his hand was crusted with dried blood.

 Kessa recovered quickly and covered the Ender with her crossbow. "Stay where you are."

 He blinked, and the tip of his blade flicked several times as a tremor shook his body. "You're pretty," he said, "and I can't kill you from here..." He smiled and started forward.

 Joslyn struggled with fear and guilt. Fear won. "Kessa, you'll have to kill him."

 The boy stopped, looking confused. It didn't last. He broke into a broad smile. "I know you..." He came on, eyes now fixed on Joslyn. Kessa sighted carefully, her finger closing on the trigger.

 "Just like the young, to waste death on those unable to appreciate its finer points."

 They had forgotten Phian. In the next moment two things happened: someone stepped over the wall, and Phian stepped directly into the lunatic's path.

 "No!!"

 Joslyn didn't know who shouted. Maybe it was Kessa, maybe it was herself. Phian glanced back, grinning broadly. "Don't listen to the—"

 The knife interrupted him. The thrust was solid, but blind. The mad boy's gaze was still fixed unblinkingly on Joslyn, and he didn't even bother to stab again. It wasn't needed. Phian crumpled to the ground, and only Joslyn saw him smile.

 The boy grinned. "You are my failure. When I kill you I'll be free."

 Phian was out of the way; Kessa had a clear shot. She chose it with care. Perhaps she thought that, with the acolyte's slow advance, she had plenty of time. She was wrong.

 "Joyous!"

 "Joslyn, look out!!"

 Joslyn remembered her knife and made a frantic grab for it. Kessa fired, but her aim was spoiled. The bolt took the youth high in the left shoulder, staggering him. For someone still interested in life it would have been enough. The acolyte didn't even pause.

 Kessa drew her own knife and tensed to spring, but something beat her to it. Joslyn saw only a brown blur as something passed her with the speed of an arrow.


Ghost...?

 It was. The curved knife bit him once before he managed to trap the boy's wrist. Ghost had the advantage in size and strength, but the boy was no longer fully measurable in human terms. He was a force of nature given form and he came on, dragging Ghost with him. Kessa darted in and managed to stab once before she was swatted aside like a stinging fly.

 They all heard the sound. They all stopped. Even the acolyte paused. Later, Joslyn tried to recapture the heart of that moment, and all she could think of was the time she looked out over Ly Ossia from her window during a thunderstorm, and how all the people scurrying for cover in the darkness below were frozen for an instant in time by a flash of lightning. It was like that when Tolas screamed.

 It was a scream. Though choked off by the nothing past the root of his tongue; all that came out was a gurgling bellow. Tolas strode past Joslyn just as the mad boy surged forward again, pulling free of the startled Ghost. There was a flash of steel in Tolas's hand; Joslyn was vaguely aware that her knife was gone again. The acolyte raised his own knife as Tolas drew near, but what happened after that was mostly a blur. Then Tolas was past the acolyte and hurrying to where Kessa had fallen, and there was nothing, nothing at all, between Joslyn and walking Death.

 "Joyourrrsss..."

 Numb, Joslyn traced the thin red line that began at the front of the boy's throat and swept outward to cross the left carotid artery, and then the line was still red but not so thin, and his wildly beating heart began to pump the life out of him.

 "Hold still. Hol—" The knife fell from his hand; he looked at his fingers, vague surprise on his face, and then at Joslyn. "Srrange..."

 He came on after her, and didn't stop until he fell at Joslyn's feet. The last of his blood puddled in the dust.


Bless Somna...

 Relief and horror fought a brief skirmish in Joslyn's stomach. Horror won. Joslyn looked at the emptied sack of the mad boy and doubled over, retching. Pretty lights danced in front of her eyes, and she felt the world spinning like a fortune wheel. She almost let herself spin away with it, no longer dreading or even caring how the wheel would turn.

 Ghost brought her back. "Wasn't that marvelous?"

 Joslyn didn't think that was marvelous—anger was the only marvel Joslyn knew. It always seemed to work just when she needed it most. "Ghost, why don't you Greet Gahon at the Door?" It was a child's curse, but Joslyn's venom gave it new power.

 Ghost didn't even notice. He took a kerchief from somewhere in his robe and dampened it with a flask from somewhere else. He made one or two ineffectual swipes at her face.

 "Give me that!" Joslyn wiped her mouth clean and spat the last of her breakfast into the bushes. Ghost stood silently by, that infuriating smile on his face. "I nearly got killed! Is that something to smile about?"

 "But you didn't," he pointed out, "and that certainly is. And I almost did, too. I think I understand why Phian—"

 "Damn!" Joslyn remembered the other folk involved. She started to where Kessa had fallen, but Kessa was already back on her feet, meekly submitting to Tolas's rather grim examination. All he found was one small welt on her cheek, but it seemed to take him a very long time to make sure it wasn't mortal.


Maybe... thought Joslyn. Somna guide you both.

 Ghost looked at her. "Now you're smiling."

 Ghost kneeled beside Phian. There was a dark stain at Ghost's shoulder now, but it was nothing compared to the one that spread from Phian's abdomen. Ghost held one of the fallen man's wrists, and Joslyn saw Phian's eyelids flutter.


Oh, no.

 "He's alive," Ghost said.


Not for long, if he's very lucky.

 The pain must have been terrible, but Phian still had that silly little smile on his face. The frightening part was that it looked just like the one Ghost wore.

 Phian smiled even wider. "Told you! Pos... possibilities." Blood in his throat choked off speech; his breathing became more tenuous.

 Ghost supported his head with both hands and spoke urgently. "You didn't mean it go this far, did you? It was the threat you wanted."

 Phian nodded, trying to laugh. He died trying, and only then did the smile fade on both of them.

 Kessa and Tolas stood by silently. Joslyn ignored them. "What did you mean about him not wanting it to 'go this far?' He wanted to die!"

 Ghost shook his head emphatically. "He wanted the threat of dying; actual death was just the risk he took."

 Kessa frowned. "Why the threat?"

 "Because that was the only time he felt alive. I felt it, too, when that poor lad stabbed me. It was marvelous..." He swayed slightly, looking pale.

 Joslyn muttered a curse and tore at the rip at Ghost's shoulder, revealing the wound. The blood was starting to flow, and the cut didn't look very deep, but it wasn't likely that the acolyte had bothered to wash his knife beforehand. "We've got to get this cleaned before it poisons you."

 Ghost smiled again. "You mean there's another chance?"

 Joslyn hauled him to his feet. "Kessa, help me."

 Kessa got under Ghost's other arm, and Joslyn could almost read her thought. Caught up in her own worries, it wasn't likely that Kessa had noticed what a disconcerting fellow Ghost could be. She spoke as if he weren't there. "Is he—?"

 "Insane?" finished Joslyn. "In a way... yes."

 Ghost beamed at them both. "Marvelous!"

*

 At their best, Ghost's emotions made the mayfly seem immortal; his new-found exuberance fared no better. he grew more and more solemn while Daycia tended his shoulder; when she left, he was well past solemn into melancholy.

 "I could borrow Kessa's arbalest," Joslyn said, "and use you for target."

 Nothing. Ghost flexed his arm, seemed satisfied, but his expression didn't change. Joslyn tried again. "Daycia says you'll be well enough to leave tomorrow as planned. That should please you a little."

 "It does, though I fancy Daycia would say that if my life hung by a rotten cord. We have to leave."

 "Then what's wrong?"

 "What's wrong? Joslyn, sometimes you can be an infuriatingly thick young woman. It's Phian."

 "Phian is dead and beyond further pain. You're not."

 Ghost shook his head. "Give you that much... Yes, I'm alive, but, like Phian, it takes a handshake from Death to provide enough contrast for me to realize it. When I felt that knife bite I was alive, alive in a way I haven't been since your augury."

 Joslyn grunted. "That's useful, if anyone ever asks what my auguries and a knife-wielding lunatic have in common."

 "Joslyn, that's not it at all. The first was hope, the latter, fear. Hope comes in its own sweet time and way; fear is easier to arrange. What's to stop me from seeking it out, as Phian did?"

 Joslyn leaned over the bed until her face was but inches from Ghost's. "Me," she said.

 Ghost folded his hands on the coverlet. "Girl, I almost believe you can. But for how long?"

 "We leave tomorrow, Ghost. And if that was an Aversa, we'll find her. She can help us."

 Ghost's smile was as thin and taut as a spider's thread. "I don't know that," he said, "and neither do you."

*

 Joslyn walked the Darsan nightstage for what she hoped would be the last time. She looked at the hard, cold dreams around her and her nose wrinkled in disgust.


South, she thought, definitely south.

 She lingered for a moment by Kessa's dream but wasn't even tempted. If there were echoes of Kessa's waking world there and hints of how she would deal with it, it wasn't for Joslyn to listen. She owed Kessa that much.

 There were other echoes in the mist that did concern Joslyn; ranging southward, she came to the place that made eddies and currents in the mist, a phantom sea that reminded Joslyn too clearly of the dark waters that had claimed Alyssa and the acolyte. Joslyn wanted to wipe the image away, to give the ghostly sea shape and scent and feel, to raise a warm yellow sun to chase the shadows away. But there were no dreams forming near the water; no one slept on the beach.


Dream it yourself.

 Joslyn smiled to herself. No, no, mustn't. No telling what might happen.


What could happen?

 Joslyn frowned, and as she thought, the furrows on her brow deepened. What could happen? She could fail again. That was all.


You don't trust yourself.

 Joslyn smiled. What a silly thought. Of course she didn't trust herself. Dreaming was different from entering another's dream; the first thing you lost was control. You had to live the moment just like the Daysoul moving in a world made by Somna the Dreamer and shaped by everyone with the strength and will to play a part. But a dream on the Nightstage was its own master, always. The Nightsoul played the part assigned.


What was your part, Joslyn?

 Cat's paw. Bait...

 The thought was free; she couldn't call it back. But now, only now she realized that the questioning voice was not her own.

 "Who are you?"

 Laughter.

 Joslyn was aware of the Other. Too late. She saw nothing, but she felt its stare, its concentration, on her. She turned away from the dream-ocean, abandoning any notion of searching for the Aversa tonight. She was being hunted herself.


Show yourself!

 She kept the words silent, intent on reclaiming the inner voice that had been stolen from her so damn easily.

 SHOW YOURSELF.

 The words were echoed in a voice so very much like her own. The difference was the delicate shimmer of malice that coated them like an oily sheen of poison. This wasn't like before, with Alyssa—this one hid well, slipped into her thoughts like a thief and was gone again before she knew he was there.

 He.

 The Other sent her an image, a dream-fragment thrown like a sharp stone. Joslyn saw herself, beaten and cowering before the Other, a shadow with the form of a man.

 THIS WILL BE YOU, JOSLYN.

 That was the truth. Joslyn knew it. Without another's dream to work with she couldn't even send out a were-light to seek out the Other, or cast a circle to light the area around her. She turned frantically, saw nothing. She darted this way and that in the Darsan nightstage, found nothing.

 SOON, LITTLE GIRL.

 Joslyn never found him, but his laughter found her. It started as soft as an executioner's smile, but it grew: bigger, more powerful, the booming, merciless laugh of a mad god.


Sweet Somna...

 It was fear, partly—Joslyn didn't deny that to herself then or later—but mostly because she didn't know what else to do, Joslyn ran.




 
  


Chapter 13—Laying the Stones
 

No one said good-bye.

Ghost was the only one who forgot; he was too busy giving the equipment and provisions a final check. Kessa scanned the cliffs behind the dock for sign of Watchers, knowing full well that there weren't any. Joslyn just stood by the mooring, thinking that something should be said and equally certain that she didn't know what that might be. Then it was time to go. Ghost took Joslyn's hand as she stepped into the unsteady craft, and in that instant Joslyn felt Kessa's hand on her shoulder. When she regained her balance enough to turn around, all she saw was a glimpse of Kessa's back as she slipped up the narrow path.

"Damn."

"I may be wrong," Ghost said, "but it does seem that something passed here just now that I don't understand."

Joslyn found a wide slat in the bow and sat down. "It'd be a Miracle of the Dreamer if there wasn't."

Ghost smiled, and suddenly it was Joslyn who had the idea she'd missed something. Ghost unhitched the loop of rope holding the rudder bar and said, "Cast off the bow line, will you? There's a dear."

Joslyn fumbled at the lashing while Ghost waited patiently. When Joslyn finally got it free Ghost pushed them clear of the moorings and the boat slowly turned to face the open sea like a sluggish whale. Ghost tested the wind and began to unfurl the sail. After a moment he stopped. "Would you mind telling me what you're doing?"

They were alone on the boat, but it still took Joslyn a moment to realize he was speaking to her. She frowned. "I'm not doing anything."

Ghost nodded. "Exactly."

Joslyn's face went pink. "I thought I should stay out of the way."

"Well and good if you're in the way. But we're likely to be at sea for several days, and I'm going to need help."

Joslyn stood up, forcing herself to ignore the sick feeling in her stomach from the craft's eternal rocking. "Show me what to do."

Ghost guided her through the process of raising the sail, securing lines so they wouldn't foul, setting the trim. Ghost steered the craft through the narrow straits that shielded the bay. The empty ocean spread out before them like some vast pit, and the sky stretched blue and unbroken to the very curve of the earth. Joslyn sensed the pressure of the water on every plank of their boat, and for one terrible moment she floated on a craft of eggshell—every wave crest a hammer, every trough a plunge toward disaster.

 The feeling didn't pass quickly or easily. Joslyn concentrated on Ghost's instructions. After awhile she began to anticipate the needs of the ship, shifting her weight as Ghost tacked outward, trimming the jib as the wind changed strength and direction. Ghost finally nodded. "You'll catch on."

Joslyn didn't say anything. Any resentment she felt at Ghost's demands was washed away by gratitude for the distraction. But now her slowly shaping skills were buying her longer and longer periods of rest, and they carried a high cost. There were too many things she didn't want to think about, and all those things needed was time.

"I want you to take the tiller now," Ghost said.

Joslyn shook her head. "I don't know anything about steering this thing."

"I know that," was the bland reply, "that's why you're going to learn."

The point didn't seem arguable, but Joslyn felt compelled. "Why is it so important that I learn?"

Ghost brushed her question aside like a dirty cobweb. "Joslyn, why are you stalling me? Does it have anything to do with what happened last night?"

The phantoms in Joslyn's mind vanished. He doesn't know. He couldn't know. Joslyn looked at Ghost's impassive face and realized she was wrong; she didn't waste time with more denials. "How did you know something happened?"

Ghost shrugged. "How? I haven't the faintest. But I think I can catch a shred of why. As emotions go, I'm a drying puddle. You, Joslyn, are a thundercloud. Emotion surrounds you, always. It's like water to a thirsty man."

Joslyn stared. "You mean you can tell how I'm feeling? What I'm feeling?!"

"Usually. Right now you're angry."

She glared at him. "Care to guess why?"

He nodded. "Because how and why you feel as you do is a big part of what you are."

"Truth ringing from the hollow man, who should know better than anyone..." Joslyn shuddered. "You'll pardon me if I don't care for the notion. It's horrid. It's like—"

"—someone entered your dream?" Ghost asked softly.

Joslyn's voice and anger evaporated as one. She sat, stunned.

Ghost shrugged. "I was a dreamer, Joslyn. Sometimes I remember."

Joslyn didn't answer right away. Instead, she rested her head on the gunwale and considered jumping over the side. I wonder if drowning feels any worse than this? She decided not to find out. "Ghost, I guess I deserved that. I'm sorry."

"Accepted, if you'll take the tiller now."

The old fear settled into Joslyn with a familiarity that was almost comforting. She took a deep breath, let it out, and slipped into Ghost's place in the stern. He showed her how to grip the steering bar and boomline, how to work rudder and sail together to catch and hold the wind. The craft shot forward like a plow through soft earth.

"That's it," said Ghost, "but not so tight."

Joslyn looked down, saw her knuckles white on the steering bar. She loosened her grip with an effort, only vaguely aware that Ghost was saying something.

"...strong gust will cause the craft to heel. If you feel that happen, just let off on this line and she'll right herself. Do you understand?"

She nodded. She didn't know what he was talking about. Her knuckles were white again, and so was her face. Ghost watched her closely, but he didn't say anything else. He seemed to be waiting. When the wind changed Joslyn realized what he was waiting for.

"Ghost..."

The wind had been a steady flowing stream. Now it was a waterfall. The sail cracked and popped; the mast shuddered and suddenly the small craft leaned violently. Spray shot over the side of the boat and turned to rainbows in the sun. It stung her eyes and left Joslyn half blinded.

"Ghost!"

He didn't move. "Do as I told you."

Joslyn tried. She told her hands to unclench, her fingers to let the line move between them. Such a simple thing, and it was beyond her. A wave broke over the side, then another. Joslyn felt herself sliding down toward the water. Ghost was talking again.

"It's fear now, Joslyn, in case you were wondering. The same sort of fear you tried so hard to hide this morning. Smells the same, tastes the same. I think it is the same. What do you think?"

Joslyn thought she was going to die, and the only comfort she could find was the certainty that Ghost would die, too. "We're going over!"

Ghost nodded. "Quite likely."

Even then she didn't let out on the line—exactly. She just dropped it when she lunged at Ghost. The boom skimmed the water as it suddenly whipped to the side like a weather-vane, and the boat righted itself almost violently. Joslyn managed to strike Ghost twice across the face before he caught her wrists.

"Let me go, damn you—you almost killed us!"

Ghost shook his head. "You almost killed us," he said, "and all because you panicked. You didn't panic when the outlaws attacked on the Grass Sea. Not when you stared madness in the face in Darsa. Not even when you challenged the Dream Master on his own ground. Why now, Joslyn?"

She spat in his face. "I hate you!"

"No, but I think you would," said Ghost, "if your fear left room for anything else." Ghost dropped her wrists and the argument at the same time. He retrieved the boomline, set the sail again and reclaimed his place in the stern. The wind was still strong; Joslyn braced herself against the opposite rail as the craft picked up speed again. She also braced herself for Ghost's next attack. It didn't come. It took her a while to realize that there had never been a first: an attack required anger or purpose, and Ghost had precious little of either. He had told her the truth as he understood it—nothing more or less—and neither sparing nor inflaming her feelings had a thing to do with it.

"Damn you, Ghost," she said softly.

"Done before you spoke," Ghost replied, "Done a long time ago. Does that help?"

"No." Joslyn settled to the deck, her back against the gunwale. 

"That's unfortunate," Ghost said, "because unless the Dreamer changes her mind a night will follow this day. Whatever you're afraid of will be there waiting for you."

*

As much as possible of each of Crucian's days were spent piling stone on stone. He would have used all the time he had doing that very thing, but his body and his will were of different opinions on that matter. When his arms grew tired and his fingers grew stiff and sore, he took that forced time to try and find the enemy.

He did not succeed.

Crucian did learn the placement and size of all the major ruins on the island. And, more important, he learned the lie they told.

Death.

That was the lie. The ruins were not bones, not the remnants of anything that had lived for a time and then passed into dust. He knew, because the ones who built wonders on Memnyre were there still. The old man felt their presence in every stone, in every shattered carving. But worst of all, he heard their voice.

Especially at night.

Crucian tried not to. On a good day, when the pain in his chest and the ache in his joints drowned out the island's many voices, it was easy.

This was not going to be one of those days.

The old man knew as soon as he woke; time and necessity had made him adept at reading the signs: for one, the sun was clear and bright; it woke him with gentle warmth after a restful night—another bad sign. He spread his left hand experimentally, listening for the tell-tale grating of bone on bone. Nothing. He listened to his failing heart, found the rhythm steady and strong.

This day will not be kind to me, he thought. And knowing that, he still forced himself to rise, wash his face in a cold water stream, and set out to do his day's work. It was all part of the Trial, though in truth that made little difference. The God of Endings might guide but he did not choose; that was left to old men.

Crucian smiled to himself. I will not be kind to this day.

The old man went first to the stones; it was the best time to work, in the morning before the sun was high. He allowed himself a moment of satisfaction at how well the altar was coming along. A few more days at this rate and it would be done.

WHAT IS IT YOU DO?

Crucian almost dropped the fine piece of polished marble that he had so carefully teased from under a fallen statue. He took a deep breath and slid it into place on the altar.

"You are an Aversa," he said aloud. It was the first time the voices had spoken to him directly; before now they had been as whispers, snatches overheard but little sense to them.

YES.

"Masters of Lesser Dream and Illusion. Created first of all races by Somna, Goddess of the Greater Dream that is the World."

Silence, but then Crucian didn't need an answer to that. "A demon, in sum," he said. "I've come to destroy you."

AN ENDER.

It was Crucian's turn to be silent for a bit, then "You know of us?"

DOES THE BODY KNOW OF THE WOUND?

"The dream is the wound. The world is the wound. It festers, it corrupts, it sickens. We would heal it."

YOU WOULD DESTROY IT.

Crucian smiled. "It's the same thing."

NO.

The old man smiled. Let the demon test his faith; he didn't mind. It would pass the time.

Crucian knew about demons, called First Born and Aversa by those with less understanding. His own instruction by Brother Tyen and others he had supplemented by more study, and, recently, first-hand knowledge. I could write a treatise, he thought, if I didn't have to die so soon.

The pride he felt at the idea had a deliciously sinful feel to it, but perhaps he could be forgiven. After all, the one contribution he would live to make was fated to pass unrecorded. No one would know except himself and the demon, and they were both doomed, each in their own fashion. That, not the dying, was the part that didn't seem fair.

Malitus will know.

That was certain, but not so very comforting to an old man nearing the end of his work.

"The altar to Malitus disturbs you," he said. "You cannot bear its presence here. The meaning it carries is like a knife in your heart."

YES.

"You are beloved of Somna. When you are gone, that is one less reason for Somna to remain in sleep."

YES.

"Good," Crucian said and he lay another stone in place.

*

Soon after the first stars appeared Joslyn and Ghost found a barrier island, little more than a strip of sand, sea-grass, and a few gnarled and twisted evergreens.

"It isn't much," Ghost said.

"It is to me," said Joslyn. "Anything's better than sleeping in the boat."

Ghost shrugged. "You say that now..."

Joslyn was too relieved to ask what that meant. Later, when they had made camp and were settling in for the night, she found out.

"Oww!" Joslyn tried to jump up, got tangled in the blankets, and fell in a spray of sand. She slapped at a spot on her hip.

"Sand fleas," said Ghost, "They bite."

"I solved that riddle by myself!" Joslyn untangled herself, muttering, and began to shake some of the sand out of her bedding. "How am I supposed to sleep with those things around?"

He looked surprised. "Do you want to sleep?"

"Why would you think—" She stopped. 

Ghost barely paused. "Move closer to the fire; they don't like smoke."

Joslyn gathered up her dignity along with the blankets and found a level spot on the far side of the campfire. Ghost dropped some more dead wood on the flames, then added a bundle of still-green seagrass. It began to smolder, and the fire burned low. Ghost took a glowing splint from the flames and lit a small oil-lantern.

Joslyn coughed. "I hope they like the smoke less than I do." Sometimes it was hard to tell, but Joslyn was almost certain Ghost wasn't listening.

"We still don't know where we're going," he said.

"We will if I find the Aversa," Joslyn said, "and I think she wants to be found."

"You're still going to search tonight?"

She looked at him. "Of course." 

"I thought... I thought maybe you wouldn't," he said. "You're still afraid..."

"And you're still sucking it in like a starving leech."

"Exactly like that," Ghost agreed. "because I need your emotions to keep living. And you give them, Joslyn: anger, frustration, charitable scraps of affection... all except fear. That one you horde. That one you make me steal. Why is your fear so different, Joslyn?"

"I don't know what you're talking about," she said.

"Need," he explained patiently. "I think you need your fear more than I do."

*

Evening found Crucian sitting on a log by his fire; the silhouette of the altar was clearly visible on the hillside.

I'll lay the capstone on the altar tomorrow. That'll be the end of her.

'HER' HAS BEEN DEAD A LONG TIME, CRAZY MAN. SHE CAN'T DIE AGAIN.

He was almost relieved. The demon's voice was in his mind again, the odd cadences of someone—something, rather—not used to forming words. Crucian had to admit she was getting better. The words formed clearly now; he just didn't know what they meant.

"Riddles?" he asked aloud. "Is that how you will test my faith?"

I SPOKE NO RIDDLES. SHE IS DEAD. YOU WERE THERE. SHOULD KNOW.

The old man put some more wood on his fire and pushed back the darkness a little more. He didn't see anything yet, but it was a little soon for that. Perhaps she would appear, with a little coaxing. He wanted to see what he had come to destroy. It made victory something more than abstract.

"For a dead Demon," he said, "you sound lively enough."

THIS ONE NEITHER DEAD NOR DEMON. WHO RIDDLES NOW?

Crucian frowned. "You just said—"

HER. THE ONE IN YOUR MIND WHEN YOU SAY 'DEMON.' THE ONE YOU HAVE COME TO DESTROY. IS DEMON HER NAME?

"You are the demon! There is no other!"

ONLY ONE, she agreed, BUT NOT THIS ONE.

He started to curse her but never got it out. A woman appeared just on the edge of the light; fire-shadows touched her face. She was young, young in the way that is always painful to old men, but that wasn't the source of the pain that nearly brought him to his knees—it was her eyes, and the two things he recognized there:

Knowledge was the first. She knew him, knew all the lies, postures, and self-serving delusions that came so very close to being all that he was. Fifty years, and he still hadn't escaped the cool grey certainties in her eyes. But even that cruelty wasn't the worst. That honor was reserved for a miracle.

Forgiveness.

She knew him, and the knowledge didn't matter. He'd called that love. She'd forgiven him that, too.

"Aphel..."

He blinked like a child awakened too soon. Or too late. By the Dreaming Bitch, what have I done?!

YOU SAID HER NAME.

Such a simple thing. But an old man with no past and only a single-minded determination in the present could not have known that name, could not have spoken it. It doesn't belong to me... 

BELONGS TO JARETH, A FISHERMAN FROM DARSA. THAT IS YOU.

The damage was complete. It wasn't bad enough that he'd given the demon his dead wife's name.

She'd given his own back to him.

"Damn you!"

The Demon sat down on a broken pillar just within the ring of firelight. She kept the appearance of his dead wife Aphel, and as long as she did, he couldn't forget knowing her. Could not forget who he was. He fought back the fear and panic, tried not to let the demon see either. The familiar pain returned to his chest, but sharper now, less patient. He cried out, once, and one more traitor thought slipped away. 

Trapped.

If the demon read Crucian's thought, she gave no sign. Crucian stared at the dying flames, tried to think, tried to make a plan. There wasn't enough wood to keep the fire going all night; he had nothing to split the log with and the small branches and twigs he found nearby were soon exhausted. The demon had not moved; the failing light cast her more and more in shadow. Soon night would close in around them both, sleep would come and this time his dreams would be different—the old man's impenetrable indifference would not be there to protect him.

It was the only thing that kept her away.

The thought was like a sigh. NONSENSE. WAKING OR SLEEPING, YOU DREAMED. AND I WAS CONTENT TO LET YOU.

"That's a lie! I was strong!" he said.

She shook her head, slowly. IT WAS NOT STRENGTH THAT KEPT APHEL HIDDEN, JARETH FORGOTTEN.

Crucian looked about for something, anything he could use as a weapon. Everything had gone into the fire. "What, then?" he asked.

PAIN, SILLY MAN. PAIN SO OLD AND BURDENSOME THAT YOU COULD NO LONGER TELL WHERE IT ENDED AND THE WORLD BEGAN. RIPE FRUIT FOR THE ENDERS. ARE ALL WHO WORSHIP THEIR OWN SORROW LIKE YOU?

"I serve Malitus, Demon," he said. His voice was like a child's.

YOU CONFUSE YOUR PAIN WITH THE WORLD'S PAIN. YOU WOULD STOP THE WORLD FOR THE SAKE OF YOUR OWN HURT.

"Lies!"

STILL YOU SLEEP. I WOULD SEE YOU AWAKE ONCE BEFORE WE DIE.

Crucian still didn't have a plan, but anger and fear made wonderful spurs. He raked the fading embers together just long enough to fire the charred end of one resinous branch. Holding his weak torch high, he set out for the rough heap of stones on the near hill, and on his way up he carried another piece of a fallen Aversa temple to add to the growing shrine. 

*

Joslyn huddled on the shore of a borrowed dream. The beach was familiar, the iron-grey granite spires and dark, restless waters as she remembered. She knew who had set the stage for her, and if she didn't feel safe, exactly, she did feel hidden.

Tempted and challenged at the same time. Clever Harpy.

One moment Joslyn was alone, and the next she wasn't. The harpy perched on a stubby boulder just beyond the surf.

"Clever Joslyn, rather. Tell me you weren't thinking of a place just like this. I'll listen, yes I will. You can waste the whole night telling me lies, if you work at it."

Joslyn shook her head. I don't have time to play games with you.

The harpy smiled, showing even, pointed teeth. "Truth? A rather poor start, Child. Try again."

Joslyn stood up. I'm leaving now.

Angrily, Joslyn sought the boundaries of the dream but they weren't clear; she couldn't tell if she sensed the end of the dream or just more distance. The dream can't be that large.

"Truth again?" The Harpy sighed. "You're not getting the feel of this at all."

Joslyn's will probed the fabric of the dream, searching for the best attack. The harpy waited, infinitely patient. Joslyn finally knew what she had to do, but she didn't like it.

"I don't want to leave," she said. "I'm afraid."

It worked. Just for a moment the monster's face was a little less the harpy, a little more the Musa Joslyn remembered. "I know that, Child, and now so do you. To hide in a lies you have to believe in them and, try as you might, that's one skill you just don't have."

Joslyn sought the end of the dream once more. This time the boundary was sharp and clear, and as she passed through Joslyn heard the fading beat of wings. The thought was fading, but clear.

 YOU'RE RIGHT TO BE AFRAID.

*

 The nightstage grew from Somna's dream and could never be cut off from the root. Joslyn felt the true ocean beneath her; it was hard not to think of it as the Dark Waters that could drown more than a body. She picked her way carefully and tried not to think of that. It was easy—there were far too many other things she was trying not to think about.

Which way?

Joslyn's first impression—and it was no more than that—told her that the Aversa was south of Darsa, and that meant somewhere on the great Southern Ocean. But now she had lost all sense of direction, and as far as she could see, there were no guides, no dream-beacons shining in the darkness.

Joslyn smiled. Almost like being alone.

*

It wasn't much to see, that last stone. Time and weather had stained its marble; the vines that overran it had found its small flaws and gouged them with tiny root fingers till its face was cracked and lined like Crucian's face, mirrored now in the old carved stone that lay just inches from where he fell. The blood that so nearly choked him outright was beginning to dry at the corners of his mouth. He couldn't move his arms and legs, couldn't even shift his gaze from the final stone.

He smiled through the pain, and little dark flecks of dried blood fell to the ground. All that I had wasn't enough.

The last attack was quick; Crucian had no warning at all. One moment he was staggering toward the shrine carrying that final stone, the one that was the last, perfect piece of the puzzle, the one that would seal the unity of the shrine. The next he was on the ground and not really sure how he'd gotten there. Crucian was sure of one thing only—he wouldn't be getting up again.

Too much, too fast. Patience. I never did learn patience...

The demon was there. He couldn't see her, and even her footsteps so very near sounded no louder than a soft breeze against the grass, but he knew she was there. She would have dropped the mask now; there was no longer any reason to pretend.

"Feel... feel free to gloat," he said, concentrating on each word, forcing it out. "I would have. Was looking forward to ..."

The words spun away into darkness. In a moment the demon was beside him, rolling him over onto his back, straightening his contorted limbs. He tried to pull away from her but still couldn't move. He tried to spit and managed only to dribble down his chin. The sour smell of saliva and cooling blood almost made him retch. The demon took a bit of cloth and wiped his face clean.

He had no words now, no strength to use them. Crucian spoke in thought alone and saw another barrier between himself and the Firstborn go down. Leave me alone!

HOW CAN I DO THAT AND GLOAT, TOO?

Crucian blinked back the pain, tried to see the demon's face.

She was still Aphel.

I would have exulted in your defeat, Demon; I've admitted as much. I would have crowed and danced and capered like a madman till I dropped dead and finished this little play with just the proper touch of irony. I would not do to you what you're doing to me. I would not torture you.

The Aversa glanced at the stained cloth she still held. IT WAS SUCH A LITTLE KINDNESS. I MEANT NO INSULT.

Crucian laughed. It brought more blood, which triggered a fit of coughing that brought still more. His breaths came quicker, each one like the tick of an impatient clock. His smile faded slowly. You may gloat now.

It sounded like a plea.

She shook her head. I CANNOT. AND NEITHER COULD YOU.

Crucian saw the darkness rising to meet him. It seemed to flow upward from the earth itself, blinding him, muffling his thoughts in its profound nothingness. He still heard the demon in his mind, fainter now but still strong.

I WILL SHOW YOU.

*

It was as if someone had lit a star.

Joslyn kept still for many long minutes, looking at the pin-prick of light. It was the only dreamsign she'd found in a long, weary night of search. At first she had no words to explain her hesitation, just an image, culled from childhood stories of the Wrackers of Syelis—a doomed ship, lured into breaking its back on the rocks by a false beacon. The word soon followed the picture.

Trap.

It made no sense. A dream meant a dreamer, nothing more. And for a trap to be set someone would have to know --

Of course. Someone did know. Joslyn found the thought strangely comforting. She had a reason for the fear, a reason to look at this lonely dream with suspicion. Someone had attacked her before. Not the Dream Master, perhaps nothing to do with him. But there was an enemy. And he could be waiting for her in that spot of light, knowing it for the one bait Joslyn—or any dreamer—could not resist. No need to search for her when he could make her come to him. Joslyn spread her fears before her like meat at table, and drew strength from them.

Such a trap would work both ways. He'll have found me, but I will have found HIM. That dream didn't spring from nothing.

Joslyn savored the thought. No more phantoms—an enemy. One that had form and substance, ego and will. One that could be hurt. Joslyn nearly shivered with delight, and it was all she could do to maintain caution in approaching the dream. She did a slow circle around the boundaries and found nothing. Whoever had created it had to be inside.

Be patient, whoever you are. I'm coming.

The dream was empty.

Joslyn stood just within its grasp, the limit shimmering just behind her like a gossamer curtain. She saw nothing, heard no one.

This is wrong.

Finding no one there didn't disturb Joslyn so much as the silence, so vast, so nearly complete that it threatened to fill that empty place. Even the faint murmur of the true ocean served only to be lost in stillness. Joslyn was certain that if she took a step, no matter how softly, how carefully, the sound would echo like thunder from the bare walls --

Walls..?

There was something in the dream after all, and it had appeared so quickly that in a blink of her eye Joslyn had missed it. The dream was still empty, but now it was an empty room. Dust lay like a fine layer of ash on the shadowed floor; cobwebs stretched from floor to ceiling.

Whoever he was, he knew she was there.

Where are you?

She heard the echo finally, but it wasn't her footstep.

WHERE ARE YOU?

Joslyn didn't waste any more time with words. She reshaped a fragment of dream into a torch and lit it with a thought. The shadows sprang back from the light and flattened themselves against the wall like figures in a magic lantern. All but the one in the middle of the room. It stood tall and unwavering, and the light had no power over it. Joslyn moved forward slowly, all her senses testing the dream for sign of the one who made it. The shadow waited patiently till Joslyn was close enough to touch it. It was hard and cool; Joslyn caught a faint scent of earth.

Stone..?

More than that. Her fingers traced the lettering carved into a rough pillar of granite: Joslyn's Dreams.

It was a monument to the dead. In an empty room, in an empty dream. Joslyn turned slowly, but still there was no one.

He must be here. There's no place to hide—

Too late, Joslyn remembered the sound of waters, the one sound in the empty dream. I thought it was the ocean...

No time to run. Joslyn threw herself onto the stone just as the illusion-floor disappeared. She landed with a teeth-cracking jolt, tasted blood on her tongue. Her sight clouded for a moment, but she knew it was not the true ocean beneath her now—Joslyn heard the surge and hiss of the Dark Waters. When she could see again, the dream was greatly changed. She lay on a small rock surrounded by an angry sea. Storm clouds boiled overhead, lightning flashes seared the sky like white dragons.

The water was rising.

So easy... thought Joslyn bitterly. I call myself a Dreamer. I'm nothing but a child playing in the wilderness.

MERMAID ON THE ROCK, corrected the echo, AWAITING YOUR DROWNED LOVER.

She didn't know who worked the change. It was his will but her image. Joslyn's legs went numb, then merged into a sinuous tail with delicate rainbow fins. She perched on the rock, long black hair flowing over bare breasts. The comb was in her hand.

SLIP INTO THE WATER, MY LOVE.

Joslyn looked down into the depths, saw the steep sides of her refuge fading into darkness. She saw him then, her dead lover. Seaweed trailed from his legs; his left arm was gone. Something small and flat perched on his cheek and fed itself there with thin pincers in the bloated flesh. The drowned man floated up slowly, blind eyes turned toward the rock. He smiled.

Dyaros.

Madness was very close to Joslyn then. She could have reached out and touched it. She almost did.

THE DARK WATERS FLOW THROUGH US ALL, AND IF IT'S THE HOME OF MONSTERS, IT'S BECAUSE WE MADE IT SO.

The thought was a slap in the face, and it hurt. Joslyn knew it didn't come from the Other, and for a moment she thought of the Harpy. Only for a moment.

This isn't my dream. If the Dark Waters are here they belong to someone else.

But the image didn't—the drowned man, lured to his death by a pretty monster. That was Joslyn's. And she gave it to him.

Fool!

DON'T FRET MY LOVE; YOU AREN'T THE FIRST. AND MADNESS CAN BE SUCH A COMFORTING THING...

Joslyn felt the coldness of the water on her body, saw the rotting arm reach out for her. The monster belongs to me. It took all her strength to hold that thought; it fought her. She knew that part of her wanted to accept that embrace, to seek the ending and punishment. She did not deny it, but in the end she chose another image. When the dead man came for her she floated out of his reach on butterfly wings.

ANOTHER ONE. EXQUISITE...

Once more the memory was stolen from her; Joslyn stood on the white sand beach at Darsa. It was almost like before, only this time she was the focus of the nightmare, and there were no wings.

"Pretty..."

The mad boy bore his own wounds now—Joslyn traced the thin red line around his jaw where Tolas had slashed his throat. The blood flowed slowly; he would not die before he reached her. She tried to take the knife away from the acolyte but nothing happened. It was Joslyn's memory but not her dream, and the Other was in control. It was like fighting the Dream Master when he was aware of her. She couldn't even run.

NO WAY OUT, DEAR ONE.

Joslyn could feel the waters that flowed beneath the sand, and she knew how fragile the illusion was that kept her above them for now. The wild exultation of the Other screamed in her head, and his control slipped a very little, just enough to reveal his presence in the mad boy's eyes. Joslyn knew the images he so lovingly created, saw herself flayed skin from bone and the ragged pieces thrown one by one into the waiting depths. She would feel the slow bite of the knife every time, and all the fear and pain in her world could not shorten the dream by a moment, not so long as her pain belonged to her alone, trapped in a dream that was no part of her.

Oh...

Joslyn never put the idea into words that the Other might hear; it was a small, timid thing, like a deer met by chance in a forest, and Joslyn was afraid it might leave her. She was also afraid that it wouldn't. In the end she remained very still, all her attention on something new—a delicate, spiraled shell of cream and pink. When the Other came for her as the mad boy he never noticed that one small difference in his dream.

SO PRETTY...

Done in a moment. The dark blade flashed across her face and Joslyn screamed. 

So did the dream.

WHAT—?

Joslyn's shell was a small thing, but it was hers; the act of dreaming it linked her to the Other's dream, made it partly her own. Just enough so that her pain, too, belonged to the dream. And the dream could not bear it. Joslyn got another glimpse of the Other's thought as the dream tore itself apart: surprise and anger and something Joslyn couldn't put a word to. It was a hopelessly tangled web of emotions and translated itself into Joslyn's consciousness as a picture-play—Joslyn saw a little boy robbed of his favorite toy.

Most of the dream still belonged to the Other, and when it ended it took him with it. When the last of the remnants faded Joslyn was left on the bare stage alone. She sank to her knees and let relief battle her terror until her heart stopped beating so painfully hard. She still heard the sound of it when her breathing finally slowed, and she realized it wasn't her heart. It was the beating of wings.

THE DREAMER FINALLY DREAMS.

*

It was some time before Joslyn came to herself again. She remembered the harpy but not clearly, as if it were just another part of the rapidly fading dream. It taunted her, but it was like an oar pushing against the wind. Joslyn gave it nothing to strive against, barely acknowledged its presence. When the harpy left, it was some time before Joslyn knew it was gone. All she could keep in her mind was a picture of the tiny calico shell, and when she started to walk she held onto the image like a talisman.

Where are you going?

It was a moment before Joslyn realized she'd asked the question herself, and she already knew the answer: Another dream. Not so large as the first, glowing softly on the horizon.

"To the light," she said.

*

Crucian had thought much about Death in his time on the island. He knew of its merciless impartiality, its inevitability. What he hadn't expected was fickleness.

Has Death left me?

It seemed so. The strength was back in his hands; the sweet final stone was in his hands. His stride was effortless and swift as he moved up the sunlit hill to the Shrine. He knew that he dreamed and did not care. The work would be complete. Trembling, he stepped closer to the ugly mound of stone that was so very beautiful.

This isn't right...

He saw the change worked by the dream. The shrine was not the altar he had so painstakingly built. Now it was a rough mass of stones laid out in an oval, and the place for the final stone was near one end; Crucian saw the darkness in the hole waiting to be covered.

WHY DO YOU HESITATE?

Why, indeed?

He took the stone and stretched out his arms toward the last waiting void. A beam of sunlight reached into the darkness and showed him what lay within, waiting, as he himself was waiting, for the final stone.

That stone dropped from his hand and fell heavily to earth.

This isn't my shrine!

IT IS WHAT YOU CAME HERE TO DO, JARETH.

He shook his head. "A shrine," he croaked, "a shrine to Malitus..."

A DREAM MAY DISGUISE, BUT IT NEVER LIES.

"Damn you! I will not bury Aphel again!"

YOU MADE A MOUNTAIN OF HER GRAVE AND COULD NOT BURY HER THE FIRST TIME. SHE DESERVES SOME PEACE NOW, JARETH. SO DO YOU.

"Go to hell!"

ARE YOU SO TIRED OF BEING THERE ALONE? THEN LAY THE STONE AND HAVE DONE WITH IT.

"No..."

THERE IS LITTLE TIME, JARETH. FINISH IT.

"The shrine..."

THE GRAVE. BUT, IF IT'S EASIER FOR YOU, CALL IT WHAT YOU WILL. JUST FINISH IT.

"I am Crucian. I am completing the shrine." He took the stone and set it in place.

YOU ARE JARETH. YOU ARE BURYING YOUR DEAD.

"We shall see," the old man said.

The demon was no longer Aphel. She was a slim young girl with eyes large and golden.

WE SHALL.

*

It seemed the madness of desperation, even to her, but when Joslyn reached the dream she tried to enter.

The dream would not let her in.

Joslyn's fingers touched something unyielding, as real as the mist and far more solid. She found herself peering inside like a child pressed against a window. She saw a play she didn't understand, a man and a stone and a grave that would not close. As she watched and waited Joslyn slowly began to realize what the dream was all about. There was much Joslyn did not understand, but she was sure of one thing.

I've found the Aversa.

*

The next morning the Aversa took enough stones from Crucian's shrine to build Jareth's grave. If there had been anyone there to ask her, she could not have said why. She knew it was not just to remove the shrine, as she'd thought at first. 

JARETH FINALLY MADE A GRAVE FOR APHEL. I THINK SHE WOULD DO THE SAME FOR HIM.

The Aversa was the weary remnant of an ancient race. She had been alone for a long time and was now alone again. Soon she would forget the man buried there; his memory and his memories alike would fade from her, but not just yet. Now the Aversa picked yellow and purple wildflowers that grew on the hillside and brought them as an offering to the stones. Now she allowed the memory of Aphel's face and form to live in her one last time, just long enough to kneel by the stones and say goodbye.

 

 
  


Chapter 14—Dream Watcher
 

In a place very far away from the waking world, in a vast dream maintained by circle of chained Nightsouls who did not know they dreamed for others, Tagramon was having an argument.

"You're still not convinced."

Tagramon couldn't keep the exasperation out of his voice. It had been a difficult discussion stretching, off and on, almost all of the two years since the Nightsoul named Feran had been brought into the Great Work.

Feran agreed. "No. I am coerced. It is not the same thing."

That part was accurate. Tagramon looked at the current state of what he was building; its shape was still indistinct, like clay before the finishing touches of the potter. Feran was now a part of it, perhaps the most important part. That's where the coercion came in. A Nightsoul was aptly named, being more spirit and will than substance, but it was no less a real thing for all that. Substance of the First Order, a direct incarnation of an aspect of Somna's dream. Not like a lesser dream itself, which was all illusion and interior theater made visible by the Nightsoul. The building blocks of Tagramon's creation were real, therefore his creation was real. Alive, in a sense, as each individual building block—each a Nightsoul—was alive.

Feran was at once the key to the whole enterprise and its greatest obstruction. In sober reflection, Tagramon had often thought of releasing Feran, or putting him to another use. Idle wishes; he had come too far, made too much difficult progress to start over.

"What would convince you to play your part willingly? Understand, you will play it, willing or no."

"Nothing you've said so far. Please let me go, before it's too late."

"How do you know it's not too late already? I assume you're referring to your Daysoul, rattling around in your cavernous body like a man alone in a palace?"

"If he... I, were dead I would know."

Tagramon smiled. "So certain?"

"Yes."

"He's calling himself 'Ghost,' these days. He won't last much longer."

Feran closed his eyes, felt a thousand eyes closing in response. "Good," he said.

"Good...? Ah, I see. You think his death will free you."

"It will free both of us."

"What if you're wrong?"

Silence. Tagramon sat down on a convenient scrap of shadow. "It might not, you know. The Flight of the Souls after death is something no one completely understands. We think there will be a way to hold you."

"Hold... me?"

"It's never been tried, you understand," Tagramon conceded. "But it will be soon. I will tell you what happens. Say what you will of me, I've never lied to you."

"You're insane."

"As I've repeated more times than you can say—You suspect. You don't know. I do. I know you're wrong."

Feran laughed. A thousand voices echoed it. Tagramon turned a little pink.

"You don't know where you are, do you?"

"Beyond the wall. I told you—I was searching."

"For what?"

"For—" Feran stopped himself, and Tagramon smiled.

"For the answer to the Riddle of the Gods, perhaps? I am familiar with your Order, Feran. 'Now it is the third night of Eternity. Man plays with the Riddle while the Gods play with Man. The Dreamer turns and sighs in uneasy sleep. The Demon Gahon...' Well, you know the rest. Somna dreamed the world, the Aversa, then Man. Who dreams the gods, Feran? Shall I tell you?"

"You don't know."

"I do know, Feran. I have the one thing you seek, the one thing that brought you to this sorry pass. I could give it to you. I could answer all your questions."

"You're lying now." Feran heard the echoes of voices in the words. He wondered which voice was his, afraid that he could no longer tell the difference. And he was tired. So very tired...

"I will show you," Tagramon said.

The glow that was the edge of the dream that was Feran's cage lessened a bit, became faint, and then transparent. Feran looked beyond his confinement, saw the other dreams there, golden dreams as tall and wide as mountains, glowing like fire, spread out over a Nightstage that seemed larger than the world.

"Where are we?" Feran asked.

"I call it the Godstage. If there's another word for it, I've never heard it. And guess what you find if you look within those dreams?"

"A god," Feran said, and knew he was right.

"Or goddesses, or more than one of each. It depends on several things which you do not yet understand. You could find out, Feran. You could roam and explore and master it all, subject only to me. Do you know what I'm offering you?"

Feran's mouth felt dry, despite the fact that as a Nightsoul he really didn't have one. The feeling was the same. "Yes," he said, then managed to add, "A prison of another sort."

"You're a fool, Feran. Open your eyes and look. Start with yourself."

Feran looked at himself. He saw what he had seen almost from the beginning: himself, looking down from a great height on a body that was not his, barely a body at all. It had lines and missing pieces like a picture-puzzle, seams and gaps, and all incredibly large. Tagramon was like a little monkey perched on his shoulder, whispering in his ear. "What do you see?"

"A god." Feran said. "Almost."

"You see so much, and still you do not understand. I could tell you the answer to the Riddle of the Gods, but it really doesn't matter. What matters here is the dream, not the dreamer. A god is just a special type of dream, that's all. You will be more than that, when I am done. You will be real, real in a way other gods and goddess and demons and legends are not. You are made of the living fabric of Somna's dream. You will go where the other gods cannot. You will do what the other gods cannot."

Feran nodded, and his voice was lost in the echo of multitudes. "I will end Somna's Dream. You see nothing that you do not wish to see, Dream Master. You understand even less. The one who caught me and brought me to you spoke of serving Malitus and he was closer to right than you are... yes, I know. You don't believe me. I am a fool, but so are you, and when you finally learn that riddle it will be too late."

Tagramon looked grim. "You will play your part. You will guide my newborn god as I direct you."

Feran nodded, sadly. "I know."

*

The sun was two spans over the east wall when Tagramon finally woke. He had left the heavy curtains open after his walk alone on the parapet the night before, and now the glare in his reddened eyes stung like fire. He rolled out of bed, out of the line of the sun, and into a large, soft chair. He sat there for a time, resting.

I can remember a time, when sleep was not nearly so much work.

Only now that the work was so nearly complete, success so close he could feel the warmth of its body, hear the sweet music of its voice, did the time spent weigh so heavily on him. Still...

The burden that doesn't kill you cannot be so very great.

Tagramon wasn't sure where the thought came from; he knew it wasn't his. The words carried with them an echo of a voice, but there was no memory of a face, or name.

The Dream Master had heard too many voices, lately. It was hard now to tell one from another. Hard to remember when it mattered that the speakers had names and faces and lives. Hard to remember someone who did not know him as the Dream Master and whose voice didn't cower with that knowledge. But sometimes, when the work of the night was over and that of the day not quite begun, he could remember that such a time existed and that he had hated it.

I would hate it now.

It wasn't in him to begrudge what he had cast aside, but, when the Work was done and Gahon, Prince of Nightmares was defeated forever, perhaps Tagramon would be due some small reward. A little forgetting would do nicely.

*

Ghost found Joslyn sitting on the edge of the reef, her sandals beside her. A small cut on her foot bled darkly under the water, but she took no notice of it or him. She looked out over the water toward the rising sun.

"I'm waiting," said Ghost.

Joslyn finally noticed the blood, and she stirred the water with her foot until it was surrounded by an angry red cloud. "I guessed," she said, "but for what, I wonder?"

"This morning's 'nothing.' Remember? Our ritual, girl—I ask you what happened last night, and you tell me 'nothing.' And I take that answer and add it to all the others nothings. A few more and they'll quite overwhelm me."

"That would almost be worth it," Joslyn said.

"Even if it sweeps you away, too?"

"That's where the 'almost' comes from. It doesn't matter today, Ghost. I found the Aversa."

Ghost took a bearing from Joslyn's gaze. "Southeast?"

"Yes."

"Then we'd best be going."

Joslyn nodded. "There's just one thing I should tell you—she doesn't need our help."

*

It was nearly midmorning when Tagramon joined Belor in the west wing, but deep in the hidden places of the temple that meant nothing. Belor lit his taper first, then touched the flame to the one Tagramon carried. "Are you certain you wish to come, Master? This may not be pleasant."

"I'm not in a pleasant mood, Belor. And I'm tired of waiting."

Belor bowed his head and led the way. They found two acolytes standing watch by the door, knives drawn.

"Open it," said Belor.

The older of the two hesitated. "For your safety—"

"For yours," the High Priest said, "open it."

There was no further discussion. The acolytes stood aside and opened the door, but they did not sheathe their steel. Nor did they escort the men inside. Tagramon hesitated only an instant, then followed Belor.

They found Inlos sitting by the fireplace, not moving, his eyes closed. There was an aura of calm about him, the eye in the remnants of what had been quite a storm. Tagramon thought he recognized a fragment of a chest and the shards of a wine pitcher. The rest of it was anybody's guess, and the only two things in the room undamaged were Inlos and the bed.

Not all wounds show, thought the Dream Master. Inlos's mind is one continuous scar.

"Who is that with you, Priest?" asked Inlos without opening his eyes.

"The Dream Master is here," said Belor. There was something wrong in the way he said it, and after a moment, Tagramon knew just what was wrong. Belor's voice was too neutral—it should have sounded more like a command.

Inlos smiled. "It's good of you to visit me."

There was something missing in Inlos's voice, too, but Tagramon followed Belor's example and held his peace. Belor glanced at him, and Tagramon nodded, granting him the role he played best.

"We were told of a... disturbance, here. We wondered if perhaps there was something wrong?"

"Perhaps there is," sighed Inlos. "I rather suppose it depends on your philosophy of the world."

Tagramon frowned, but Belor shook his head ever so slightly, and the Dream Master subsided. The situation was out of his grasp. He knew that; he didn't have to like it.

Belor moved next, his voice a masterful mask. "Would you tell us what philosophy you adhere to?"

"A simple one," answered Inlos, fixing them both with a baleful stare. "I don't like being lied to."

"Certainly not," Belor said, "but I assure you—"

"Not if I won't allow it," snapped Inlos, "and I won't. You let that bitch make me look like a fool!"

Tagramon stepped forward and almost put his hand on the mad dreamer's shoulder. "Joslyn?"

"Of course Joslyn!" snapped Inlos, flinching away from the contact. "Find a dreamer who doesn't dream... That was cleverly done. Well, I did find her, despite that. I did, and because she wouldn't dream, I built a dream just for her. And she walked in and every devil in that shallow little soul of hers came out to play with me. Only your little joke spoiled the game."

Even Belor forgot tact. "Damn it, what happened?!"

Inlos looked wounded. "As if you didn't know. Yes, let's play it out. Put on the Mask of Ignorance and join the chorus. The play's well begun."

Belor recovered himself, just a bit. "Inlos, I swear that neither I nor the Dream Master knows what you're talking about. No one's played any trick on you, nor meant to. Are you saying Joslyn escaped?"

"No, and why should I? We all know that."

"We do now," said Tagramon, "but we don't know how. Please enlighten us."

Inlos peered up at them through long, darkened eyelashes. "Exquisite. You really don't know?"

Belor gritted his teeth. "We really don't know."

Inlos motioned him over, then leaned close—not touching, never that—and whispered, "She dreamed."

*

Joslyn slept the next night huddled in the bow, and Ghost didn't ask her what her dreams were like. They found the island on the morning of the second day. It sat by itself in the middle of an empty sea. The sun rising to its left cast the sides of its hills in shadow. As the sun rose and they grew closer, they saw reflections from what appeared to be mirrors scattered among the hills.

"What is that?" asked Joslyn.

Ghost, studying the shore for a place to land, only shrugged his shoulders. They found a serviceable pier of stone on the lee side of the island and tied the boat. Joslyn noticed another rope tied to the pier on the other side. She looked and found the other end on a sunken boat, its prow showing just above the water. "Ghost, look at this."

He looked. "We aren't the first to use this dock in human memory, just in a long, long time."

"Someone was here very recently, Ghost. Still, whoever it was didn't take good care of his boat."

Ghost studied the dim outline of the boat under the water. "You're right, this hasn't been here long, but I'd say he took very good care of his boat. It was scuttled."

"Sunk on purpose? But why?"

Ghost shrugged again. "If we find him perhaps he'll tell us."

Joslyn remembered the dream she watched and how it ended. "I don't think so."

She was right. They found the cairn just as Joslyn remembered it, lying by a crude altar made of exquisite stone, fragments that came from the ruins scattered throughout the islands.

"Polished marble. That explains the reflections."

"And nothing else." Joslyn kneeled by the grave. "The man in the dream is buried here. He was the threat to the Aversa."

Ghost shook his head. "Not him so much as this." He looked at the altar. "A symbol of a human god in their home would be bad enough, but Malitus... And they've no place left to run."

"You seem to know a lot about the Aversa," said Joslyn, skeptically.

Ghost seemed to consider this. "Yes, I think you're right. More than any man—" He stopped.

Joslyn pretended not to notice and changed the subject. "We might be too late."

"Let's hope not." He stepped over to the altar and pulled a large stone loose. Part of one corner of the structure collapsed and fell to the grass in a rattle of stones. "Help me," he said.

Together they finished pulling down the altar, adding a few more stones to the grave, scattering most of the rest as best they could. Later, when they paused for breath, Joslyn said, "I don't think the God of Ending will like this."

"A grave is not so fine a thing as an altar," conceded Ghost, "but, to Malitus, it is a tribute of sorts."

When they were was finished they began to search. The sun peaked and then faded toward the west, and the first evening stars appeared. There was no sign of the Aversa.

"She's here," insisted Joslyn.

"I have no doubt that she was here," said Ghost. "The Aversa built this place; these ruins prove that. I just think we came too late."

Joslyn shook her head. "She's here. There's not much time, but she's here. I know."

"How do you know? A feeling?"

Joslyn tried not to sound defensive. "Yes."

"Then I must believe you. That's your arena, Joslyn. Not mine."

"You're too modest. You've got feeling sorry for yourself down to an art. Do you think you can stop it long enough to build a fire?"

"Why? There's an hour or two of light yet."

"If the Aversa is hiding from us, it doesn't matter how much light there is. I'm tired, and I'm hungry, and since sleep tonight is going to be more work if we're to find her, then I'm at least entitled to a full belly."

He nodded. "Fair enough. I'll go to the boat—"

"You'll build a fire," she corrected firmly, "while I find meat that hasn't been entombed on a bed of salt for a week." She gathered up her crossbow and quarrels, a last gift from Kessa. Already their time in Darsa seemed vague and unreal, but the weapon was solid enough. "I saw goats on that high hill today. I can shoot one if you can cook it."

Ghost smiled. "You've not eaten wild goat, have you?"

"No."

"Well, you shoot it and I'll cook it. Whether we eat it is anybody's guess."

*

The nightstage was only the surface, a ripple on the face of the Dark Sea. Inlos paid no attention to the dreams blossoming there. They were all the same at heart—fear and contentment dancing together, an illusion of balance. But there was no balance. The waters moved under everything, waiting.

That was why Joslyn could not win; everything that had teeth was his domain, and nothing that could hurt him belonged to hers. Let her catch him by surprise, escape him for a while. It didn't matter; there was time.

Inlos left the dreams behind, moved farther out into darkness. Islands appeared, dim shapes rippling like water around a stone. Inlos soon found what he was looking for.

A scent of fear.

It lingered still at the site of the broken dream. He kneeled where the scent was strongest, fingers spread wide as he caressed the boundary. It's here. Something she made of the cloth I wove for her. It remembers.

Inlos found the place where the fear was strongest, and there he left the nightstage behind, slipping across the boundary like a diver breaking the surface of the ocean. He went mad again. What else was there to do? He swam in nightmares, bathed in the screams of a world. They were all there: fears of dying gave themselves substance in millions of little deaths, every one that was waiting for a dreamer above. Sometimes Inlos could hear the groans of sleepers buried alive in their dreams, but not this night. He was far away from the cities; here there were more formless terrors, voices that were only echoes. Inlos picked out one echo among all the others, a voice he knew by the name it carried.

JOSLYN.

A little lost one. How sad. Inlos played the hound, and the Dark Sea wrapped that form around him. He went on all fours, testing the wind. The smell of fear was a delicious tickle in his nose, guiding him to the echo.

Its outline was not so very clear. It was a man—boy, really—whose features seemed hazy, as if viewed through a fog, and no matter how close Inlos came the haze did not go away. He could see wounds, blood, but little else. The first time he'd worked from an imperfect idea of Joslyn's fear; this time he would have it all.

She fought the image, he mused. She almost won. Inlos wondered for a moment what there was about this boy's memory that frightened Joslyn so much. He shrugged. Not important. What mattered was that there was enough left of the image to work with, a place to start building the weapon that would revenge himself on Joslyn. It took a conscious effort to shape-shift from the image the Dark Waters had forced on him, but when it was done, he stood on human legs again and smiled his friendliest smile at the wretched phantom.

"What is your name?"

"Dyaros."

*

Joslyn was stubborn; she chased the goats and the sun into darkness before she finally gave up.

They seemed so carefree and trusting, today. But when Joslyn went back with the arbalest, they were no longer so carefree or trusting. They were, however, very nimble. Joslyn waited till the moon was clear of the horizon and used the bright night sky to guide her back to the camp. She found Ghost there and wasn't greatly surprised to see that he'd been to the boat. A small pot simmered low over the fire.

"Daycia packed some dried herbs and lentils with the rest," he said. "I think it'll make a passable soup."

Joslyn put her weapon down and sat on a fallen pillar. "You haven't asked about the goats."

The camp lantern cast half of Ghost's face into shadow as he stirred the lentils. "Was something sarcastic called for?"

"Yes."

"Pity... I used to be good at spotting those chances—"

Ghost stopped in mid-sentence as if he'd forgotten how to speak. He stared past Joslyn's shoulder, and she turned to look. They'd camped in a small valley between two of the largest hills, and near the west where the land started to rise again there was a small wood. There was a blue light among the trees.

"Come on," said Ghost. He picked up the lantern and started toward the glow without another word.

Joslyn followed, but only after she'd moved the pot off the fire and retrieved her crossbow. She almost had to run to catch him, and when she did, she grabbed his arm. "Will you be a little more cautious?" Joslyn whispered, "We could be walking into an Ender camp!"

"I've never seen a blue campfire in my life, and if you have I'd love to know how the trick was done."

Ghost was right, but that didn't stop Joslyn from loading the crossbow as she walked. She had to stop to cock the trigger, and when she did Ghost gained several steps on her. She caught him again just past the first line of trees, but only because he stopped.

"I'm not a real ghost," he said, "I may not be a real anything. But I did wonder what the true thing looked like."

Ghost was looking at the woman made of blue light. She stood among the trees at the foot of the farthest hill, and, though her image wavered and rippled like a reflection on water, the shadows around her were motionless. While they watched her light began to fade.

... LITTLE TIME, DREAMWATCHER.

The voice in her head was fainter than a whisper, and for a moment Joslyn wasn't sure it was real. But she had heard it before when it was stronger, and there was no mistaking.

"Ghost, did you hear that?"

He shook his head, looking at her curiously. The voice answered her next question before she had entirely formed it.

NO ONE TO SPEAK TO, THERE. NO ONE INSIDE TO LISTEN. The voice gathered strength, but there was a price. The Blue Lady's outline became indistinct for a moment, then returned.

WHAT... WITH ME?

Joslyn understood, and didn't waste time dissembling. To help you if we could. For you to help us if you could. But you defeated the Ender alone and so we have nothing to bargain with.

HE DEFEATED HIMSELF AND WAS GLAD OF IT IN THE END, I BELIEVE. NO MATTER. I WILL SPEAK WITH YOU.

Joslyn's breath escaped in a little gasp; only then did she realize she'd been holding it. She understood, for a moment, what hope must feel like to Ghost. Where are you?

There was no answer, but the apparition sank in on itself until there was nothing left but a little were-light floating among the trees. It began to recede, and Joslyn grabbed Ghost's arm. "Come on!"

Ghost followed, passive. "I watched your face, girl. She spoke to you, didn't she?"

Joslyn dodged the subject like a poorly-thrown stone. "She'll speak to both of us," she said, "if we stop wasting time we don't have."

The nimbus vanished, but Joslyn had marked its path very clearly in her mind, and they found the source. Ghost traced the outline of a door cut into the hill. The posts were two columns of white marble carved into spiraling vines, supporting a lintel very plain by contrast. It had one decoration only: in the very center a bas-relief of a flowering rose.

"A temple?" asked Joslyn.

Ghost nodded. "Or a tomb. And for a Firstborn in this age, I'm not sure which is more appropriate." He turned the lantern's weak glow into the darkness beyond, but it did not reach very far. "Come on, then."

The passage sloped downward and was very narrow. Several times along the way, the lantern flickered, and Joslyn felt a breath of cool air on her skin.

"Ventilation shafts," said Ghost. "That might rule out 'tomb.'"

"Or not," Joslyn said. She was feeling the darkness close around her and began to keep mental tabs on the oil supply in the lantern. The slope finally ended; the last several feet of it dropped so sharply that they were cut into steps that led down to a polished stone floor. They descended, cautiously, and stood together for a while, their breaths mingling in pale white clouds. Joslyn shivered. "What now?"

Ghost adjusted the wick until the flame grew a bit and then raised the lantern high. "Now we find out."

They were in a very large room. Even with the greater light they could not see all of it, but they did see the wall opposite the steps and the great throne-like stone flanked by twin shadows. When Joslyn's eyes adjusted to the stronger light, she could even see the pale figure seated there.

WELCOME.

Joslyn led the way, Ghost close behind her. The flanking shadows were two large openings cut into the wall of the cavern; the throne was the same as it looked at a distance, though now they could see how the stone had been carved, its curves and depressions exactly fitted to the one who sat there. The Aversa's hair flowed over her shoulders; thick, fur-lined robes draped her slight frame. Her eyes were closed, but when Ghost looked past her at the open passages, Joslyn heard her again. 

NO FARTHER. It was a plea, not a command.

Joslyn put a hand on Ghost's shoulder. We will not. Can—can you speak aloud? My friend cannot hear you.

DO YOU WISH HIM TO HEAR? 

Joslyn did not really understand what the Aversa meant, but her fear was that, if she tried, she just might. She took a breath. Yes.

The Aversa's eyes slowly opened. Joslyn looked into the large amber depths she'd first seen on the Darsan nightstage. There was recognition in the Aversa's eyes, and more beside. Joslyn's head felt light, and the effort of keeping her hope in check threatened to burst her.

"We've come—"

"Full of questions." The Aversa nodded. "I know... and my time is short."

"Are you ill?" Ghost asked.

She shook her head. "Not as you understand it. I'm entering athyran, the sleep without dreams. I would have done so already if the Ender had not interrupted me. The others have gone before me, and my work is done now. I will join them."

"Why? It is peaceful enough here. And the Ender doesn't threaten you now."

"I made my choice long before the Ender came. You saw what was left of our city above; there is no place for us in this age. We will wait, and perhaps there will be another time... No matter. Did you see the altar?"

Ghost nodded. "We tore down most of it and added a few stones to the grave of the follower of Malitus."

The Firstborn smiled. "His Master's name was Gahon, though poor Crucian did not know... I am sad for him."

"Was his altar no danger to you, then?" Joslyn asked.

She shook her head. "Not the altar... itself. Nothing but stone and dirt and all his prayers would not have changed that. But Crucian thought his pain was that of the world, of the sick dream trying to die, and every stone he placed carried the weight of it. It would have crushed me, and Crucian bore it alone for years—for that he deserved a place to rest, and the small kindness you did him."

Joslyn fell silent, and the Aversa turned her attention on Ghost. He returned her gaze, and Joslyn thought she saw a flicker of... something, in his eyes. A spark she had not often seen.

Ghost spoke first. "You knew we were coming." The Aversa nodded, and he went on, "Do you know why?"

"The Dreamwatcher said you wanted my help."

Joslyn bit her lip. Pray he doesn't --

Ghost blinked. "Dreamwatcher? Why do you call her that?"

Too late. Even if all the gods who ever meddled were listening to her prayer. Joslyn still didn't know why the Aversa offered her secret speech, but she cursed herself for not accepting.

"Because that is what she does. I think it is all she does, now. She is scarred, like Crucian, and merely chooses a different sort of stone for her altar..."

Joslyn wanted to run, but there was nowhere to go except darkness. "Damn..."

Ghost looked at her. "I don't understand—"

"Understand this," snapped Joslyn. "There is very little time, and you're wasting it!" She turned to the Aversa. "You said earlier that there was no one inside him to hear you. Do you know why?"

The Aversa yawned. "He has no tekre... what you call Nightsoul. Is that what you've come to ask me about?"

Ghost leaned forward. "You know, then? You know where it is?"

"Yes," said the Aversa, and pointed at Joslyn, "and so does she."

The chill crept past Joslyn's skin and into her bones. She shook her head. "I know it lies beyond the Nightstage, beyond the wall. I don't know how to reach it, how to search—"

The Aversa shook her head, slowly. "You could not know that there is a wall, without knowing the way to find it. Don't be foolish, girl. Your bemused friend here could end the world while you dally."

Joslyn knew Ghost was looking at her and pretended not to notice. He turned back to the Firstborn. "Joslyn has had fear of me, too. Why? What is there about me that is such a peril?"

The Aversa yawned again, and Joslyn could almost feel the weariness in the woman's eyes. "I don't know. There are others like you, but not like you. Somna's dream shudders now, and as long as you are what you are, the world is safe for no one. I will sleep, but I fear there may be no awakening."

"If it's true that I'm a threat—and Joslyn has sensed it too, I think—What if I don't continue?" Ghost asked. "This is a pleasant enough spot—I could die here."

The Aversa turned away from him. "It is hard enough for you to live as it is. Death might be a kindness for you—or it might end the dream itself. So much uncertainty... I do know Gahon has played the game well this time. It might be over."

For a while Joslyn felt her part in the play was done, that all remaining belonged to Ghost and the Aversa woman. But the Firstborn's serenity was more than Joslyn could handle. She felt as if the air was full of delicate things that an ill-chosen word could shatter, but she could not keep silent any longer. "You take the triumph of evil very calmly, Firstborn."

The Aversa yawned again, but Joslyn saw something besides weariness on her face—amusement. "I take the triumph of Gahon calmly," she said, "since there's nothing else I can do. As for evil..." she shrugged, slightly, "Gahon has been called by many names over the years: Demon, Destroyer, Prince of Nightmares... But there is a name forgotten these days, the name he bore before all those—Gahon the Lover."

Joslyn frowned and looked at Ghost, but he was no help. He stood without expression, arms folded, totally motionless. Joslyn shook her head. "You make it sound like a courtship."

"Do I? But Gahon is of the same race as Somna, a Lifedreamer. One who can weave creation to suit himself. Yet all our legends, all our fears speak of nothing but his hunger to destroy Somna's world. Why? Why no greater purpose, he who could as easily create his own worlds? Why deny himself that marvel for petty spite?"

Despite herself, the Aversa's words made Joslyn pause. "I never thought of that."

"Then think further: all that we are is an echo of Somna, and that includes our emotions—all of them. Even love. Now consider how long the dream that is us has lasted, how long Somna has been alone with the children of her own imagination. Consider one who loves our Dreamer watching her odd—one might even say unhealthy—interest in this one dream. Unable to interfere directly without risking her love. Working through others. Waiting. Gahon does not want what we want and that makes him our enemy, but don't presume a righteousness no one can claim—don't call him evil."

The Aversa's tone reminded Joslyn so much of Musa, and how she always made Joslyn feel as if she'd just done something wrong. Not done deliberately, of course, not a conscious choice of right or wrong. More like a child who knows no better. Joslyn desperately wanted to say something, anything, but she had no answer the Aversa would understand. She had no answer at all.

And there was no time.

The Aversa's breathing was very slow and measured, her eyes half-closed. "You must leave me now," she said.

"Please..." Joslyn said, forgetting her anger, and trying to forget her guilt. "At least tell me how to begin the search for Ghost's soul!"

The Aversa shook her head. "What you want is for me to tell you another way, and there is no other way. There is only the way you know."

Joslyn took a breath. "I—I don't remember."

The Aversa's eyelids flickered open for a moment; Joslyn again felt the weight of time and distance measuring her. Then the feeling was gone. "I hope you do remember," The Aversa said, "for I swear you will never reach that place again except through the same door..."

Eyes closed, movements slow but graceful, the Aversa rose. She stepped down from her seat and past Joslyn, past Ghost, and walked toward one of the passageways behind the stone chair.

Joslyn took a step forward. "Please --"

Now Ghost put his hands on her shoulders, pulled her back. "Come."

Ghost half led, half dragged Joslyn back up the steps and into the narrow stone corridor. She kept looking back, even after the blackness had closed around their puny lantern and there was nothing at all to be seen. The entrance finally appeared as a ghostly patch of lesser darkness. When they emerged into the true night the air was suddenly very warm and heavy after their time in the cave. Joslyn's breathing seemed wrong to her, gasping and short. It took her a while to realize she was crying.

Ghost leaned against the hill, his arms outstretched to each corner of the lintel. "Self-pity," he said. "One emotion I know well enough. It's not so honest as anger, not so painful and sweet as love. But it's always so easy. Stop it, girl. Or cry for her—" he nodded into the cave, "or for me. We have more need."

Joslyn's honest anger won just for a moment. She looked at him through the mist in her eyes. "H-how would you know? You know nothing --"

"And what do you know, Joslyn?" Silence. "Weep for me, indeed. I have been trouble for you from the beginning, but your final 'nothing,' this thing you've hidden so long has done for me. At least my grave may be tight against prying eyes, but this..." Ghost stared at the opening as if it was a poisoned wound, offensive to sight and smell. "They're defenseless, now. It's not right..."

Later Joslyn blamed her anger and fear for making her so thick, for not letting her see what was happening. And then it was done. When Ghost stepped away there was no door at all. The hill's side was an unbroken grassy slope to the forest floor. Ghost had changed the dream again.

Ghost saw what he had done and frowned. "I didn't mean to do anything. The thought came so quickly..." He looked at Joslyn. "Was it very bad?"

Joslyn shook her head, and when she spoke it seemed more to herself than to him. "There was nothing this time. No shudder of the dream, no fear." She looked at him, eyes shining. "Don't you know what this means? The Aversa could be wrong about you!"

"And other things, Joslyn? I don't think so, and you know it isn't so. This only means that what I did was... right. At least enough not to harm the dream. But what about next time? Will I be right, then?"

He held something cradled in his arms. Joslyn recognized her crossbow. "Ghost, please give me that."

Ghost looked at her askance. "You needn't be so eager, girl. I was going to." He turned the stock toward her and she slipped it out of his grasp. Ghost smiled and stepped back, arms spread wide, until he was flat against the trunk of an ancient cypress. "Will this do?"

Joslyn stared at him. "Ghost, what are you talking about?"

"I meant what I said, there in the cave. I could die here. You could be a dear and arrange it."

"Ghost --"

"Oh, don't worry. I think my death agony could shatter the world if I let it. But it is so easy for me to be empty, to feel nothing. Even your arrow, I bet. I would look down with mild interest at my blood dripping away. A slow steady rate—you could tell the time by the drops, just like an hourglass. That would be interesting."

Joslyn took the bolt off the string and pulled the trigger. The crossbow fired at nothing with nothing, and the hum was like a frustrated bee. "I'm not going to kill you, Ghost."

He shook his head. "Joslyn, can't you see that you already have? The Aversa was not playing games with us; even I could see that! You've known what to do all along."

Joslyn sat down on the moss and rested her chin on her knees. "Yes, Ghost."

"Then kill me and be quick about it! The night is ageing and the world should have the same chance."

She shook her head, slowly. "It's true that I know where your Nightsoul is. It's also true that I don't really know where that is. I think I know how to get there. I don't know if I can get there."

Ghost smiled faintly. "You will explain that or you will shoot me. I really must insist on one or the other."

Joslyn slung her weapon across her back. "First we will get back to camp and reheat the lentils. They'll be cold by now."

"And then we talk?"

Joslyn shook her head. "And then I talk, Ghost. And you're just going to damn well listen."

*

Tagramon was laughing again. He poured another brimming goblet of rich red wine, spilled a little, drank more. "Oh, don't look so disapproving, Belor! Somna won't mind. She appreciates a good joke; look around you if you need the proof of it..."

Belor switched tactics, and when Tagramon stepped away from the table, the High Priest was quick to get between the Dream Master and his wine. "As all things come from Somna," he said piously. "Perhaps if you would share the jest, I might appreciate it with her."

Tagramon fixed him with a bleary eye. "Belor, there are times when I marvel at your density. Joslyn, my friend. I would have killed her as a threat to our work. When she escaped, I had you loose that... talented young man on her. But now I find she was not a threat, could never be one! My best Dreamer did not dream! She found the Way to Ghost's Nightsoul, yes, but she could never reach it."

"She could now," Belor pointed out.

"Because Inlos, the dear lunatic, goaded her into dreaming again! I swear, Belor... If I die tonight, Somna herself will laugh in my face."

"An interesting irony," sighed Belor, "but not one you could have foreseen. This changes nothing, Master. The night is growing short, and there is work to do."

"There always is," muttered Tagramon, "damn it and damn you!"

"When the work is done," said Belor firmly, "do it with my blessing."

*

"... after the hanging, it started. Every time I dreamed there he was, waiting for me. Or the memory of him. Soon I just stopped dreaming. It was easier."

The campfire was nothing but embers; the wick drank the last dregs of oil, and the lantern sputtered out. Joslyn sat with her back to what had been a fountain, staring at the ruins of the fire. She was well aware that Ghost was looking at her; she felt a little like a butterfly in a jar, waiting while the child decides what's to be done with her.

"What was his name, Joslyn? You never said."

"Dyaros. He was a thief. We both were, before the Temple took me in." The words sounded strange to her, strange to be said and out so easily. But the Aversa had been the only other possible door, and now that was very firmly closed. Joslyn waited for Ghost's next question, certain she knew what it was. She wasn't wrong.

"Joslyn, you were a Temple Dreamer. How in the blazes of creation did you hide the fact that you don't dream?"

Joslyn laughed. "Easily. By that time my sole duty was to perform auguries—it was all any of the Dreamers did—and you don't have to True-dream for that, just watch others' dreams, and enter them when necessary. And we were left to ourselves a great deal this past year. The Dream Master was occupied elsewhere."

"Occupied with what?"

She shrugged. "I don't know, and I didn't really care. It gave me time to figure out what to do."

"And what will you do?"

She looked at him evenly. "I'm fresh out of choices, Ghost. At first I thought you would know the way, and then there was the Aversa. Two glorious possibilities—" Joslyn heard Phian's echo in her voice and crushed it. "If I don't make myself dream, there's no chance in hell of finding your Nightsoul, and that's the least of what's at stake; I realize that, now. Fortunately for you."

He frowned. "Why is that?"

"Because if it were only your life I don't think I could do it," she said. "I think I would let you die."

Ghost looked uncomfortable. "Joslyn, one of these days remind me to explain the concept of 'tact' to you. No matter—there's more at risk than even you think."

"More than the world?"

He nodded. "For all practical purposes, since an individual's life is her world. Your life, Joslyn. Perhaps not your body, but definitely your life."

"Why is that?"

"Because there's a part of you missing, too. All this time I never knew, never even suspected..." He looked at her with such an expression of recognition and wonder that Joslyn took a step backward. "You're just like me," he said.

She shook her head. "No, Ghost. I still have my Nightsoul."

"Do you? I can't dream, but you won't. How are you so much better off than me?"

"I can change my mind." And if she envied him the choice he didn't have, it was only a little petty not to tell him so.

*

The Storm Vigil was not even half over when Ligen woke. The stars were still high and bright; the acolytes still shivered on the ground in fitful sleep. Beyond their dying fire, the abused body of Brother Jerdan lay where the Watchers had left it. Brother Jerdan had not died easily; the wounds in the corpse were witnesses of the Watchers' anger, and there were many. He'd made a fine Storm, but the Vigil was even better. Ligen hugged himself, barely able to believe it could be true.

I was granted the Vision.

He wanted to shake the others awake at once; there was so much to be done: the gathering of their forces, the planning... Still, out of respect for Brother Jerdan and the lovely havoc he had made, the Vigil should be complete. Besides, it would give him time to savor the honor and—yes, admittedly—the triumph. Jerdan's swath through the marketplace would make the stuff of legends wherever the faithful gathered, but Ligen was better than a legend. He was Master of the Order. He did not envy Jerdan his elevation to myth.

One of the novices, a yellow-haired youth with very brown skin, groaned in his sleep. Nightmare, thought Ligen. The signs were familiar and unmistakable. Another moment and the acolyte fled from sleep with a rush that left him sitting up, tangled in his blankets. Ligen sighed. All things end...

"What troubles your sleep, Novice?"

The boy, shuddered. "It was Master Jerdan. I dreamed he came for me from across the fire, every wound on his body a red-lipped mouth, screaming at me..."

Ligen smiled and laid a friendly hand on the boy's shoulder. "That was a good dream. If all the world had such a one on the same night our work would be done..." Something about the boy's face triggered a memory. Ligen frowned. "Your name is Wessys, isn't it? From Pembek on the east coast?"

The boy looked wary. "Y-yes, Master."

"My boy, do you know anything about boats?"


*

When Ghost awoke the next morning Joslyn was gone. Ghost savored the fear as long as he dared, then went down to the dock. The boat rocked gently at its moorings, its sail furled and secure.

So where has she got off to?

The sun was setting before Joslyn marched back into camp and dropped her case of quarrels by the fountain. The rattle was so loud that Ghost was nearly startled. As it was, he merely watched while Joslyn put the crossbow aside with only a little more care and then sat down heavily.

"Stupid goats," she muttered.

Ghost brought out the dried fruit. "You didn't get any sleep last night, did you?"

Joslyn shook her head proudly and said, around a piece of apple, "Not last night, and not tonight. Not tomorrow night, if I'm strong enough. I think I am."

"Joslyn, you can still sleep without attempting dream. I won't force you; I can't force you..."

Joslyn reached out and patted his cheek. "You're a fragment of a good man, Ghost, but very dim at times. I will dream; that's settled."

"I am a fragment, and I may certainly be dim," Ghost sighed, "but for a proper dream don't you need to be asleep?"

"Eventually."

Ghost's brow furrowed for several moments. It didn't so much smooth away as settle into flat resignation. "Joslyn, I don't understand."

"Ghost, I know me, or at least more these days than makes an easy burden. Do you really think this is the first time I've tried to face my dreams? You and the Dream Master forced me to waste that precious Nightseed I stole to buy; I had other plans for it. Now do you understand?"

He nodded. "You're afraid you'll run."

She laughed. "That's one thing I most certainly am not afraid of. I will run, unless I'm so weary that waking is nigh impossible before the matter is settled. I'm like Crucian—I'm sinking my boat."

Ghost chewed very slowly, very thoughtfully. "Would it be too obvious to point out how well that worked for Crucian?" Joslyn threw what was left of her apple at him and he sighed. "Yes, I thought so, too."




 
  


Chapter 15—Joslyn Learns a Lesson
 

Joslyn sat cross-legged near the top of a high hill, the arbalest resting on her knees. The north slope swept away and down toward the sea; long grasses grew there, thick and green and—perhaps to a goat—tempting. There was something about goats Joslyn was trying to remember, something that seemed important. She couldn't recall what.

Three days, she thought dreamily. He didn't believe I could do it.

Joslyn was only vaguely aware of the small brown and white shapes moving across the slope below. A stiff wind blew from the southeast; it whistled low over the crest of the hill and whipped Joslyn's uncut hair across her face. She brushed it back, but the wind caught it again and blinded her once more. There was a hard edge in the wind; it felt almost cold on her arms and the back of her neck after the heat of the afternoon. Joslyn glanced behind her, saw dark clouds boiling over the southern horizon, saw the waves on the sea flashing white.

Storm coming.

She considered going back to the camp, but it seemed like too much effort. The earth felt soft beneath her and the cool breeze was pure bliss. She closed her eyes for a moment that stretched longer and longer. She couldn't feel the grass beneath her at all, now, and even a booming roll of thunder seemed impossibly far away. One hard, cold raindrop stung Joslyn's cheek, and she finally opened her eyes.

She smiled. "Hello."

An old black she-goat stood about twenty feet away, its horns like twin hooks of polished ebony. Joslyn glanced down at the crossbow, smiled again. "Now I remember."

The goat didn't move. It regarded her with large brown eyes, serene and unafraid. Joslyn slowly raised the arbalest till the bolt was in line with her left eye, the razor-tipped head centered on the goat's breast. "Teach you to be so trusting..."

The goat still didn't move, and neither did Joslyn. After a while she lowered her weapon. Wouldn't even grant me the dignity of escaping on its own. "Run along," she said. "No one should die for one mistake."

This time the goat did turn back down the hill toward the rest of the herd, but before it trotted away it turned to look at Joslyn again. "You really should stop bargaining, Child," it said in a voice very much like a harpy.

Joslyn almost screamed, but another cold drop of rain struck, then another, and Joslyn was finally more awake than asleep. The goats grazed near the foot of the hill, but there wasn't a black one among them. Joslyn took several deep breaths, waited for the fog to lift from her mind.

That was careless of me—She stopped the thought and shook her head. No, not careless. The Nightsoul was just tired of waiting. And the next time she nodded off, she might go too deep to come back. Joslyn glanced at the sky. If it's to be now, I'd better find someplace dry.

She stood up, stretched and was about to walk back over the hill when a bit of color to the northeast caught her attention. A sail. There were two others following behind it, all bright red. Even from that distance, Joslyn could see the curved knife emblem crudely painted onto the canvas.

Enders. Bargaining's no good at all.

*

When Joslyn staggered into camp Ghost was nearly finished packing their gear. "You saw them?"

He nodded. "Grab the blankets; we're leaving."

"There's a storm coming!"

"I saw that, too, but all the hiding places on this island are taken. Would you rather be caught ashore?" Ghost didn't wait for an answer. Joslyn grabbed her bundle and hurried after him.

The boat jerked and wobbled against the pier; out beyond the lee of the island the sea looked wild and angry and the sky was a scowling face growing darker by the moment. Joslyn shouted over the wind. "Ghost, we could stay and fight."

Ghost stepped onto the deck and started to lash their supplies down. "Assuming you didn't fall asleep," he said. "There are three ships, and I counted seven Enders in the lead craft alone. How many bolts do you have left?"

"Seven."

"A marvelous coincidence. But what do you plan to do about the other fourteen?"

Large raindrops like small pieces of ice were falling now. Joslyn shivered and put the blankets away. "You'll master sarcasm yet," she said.

Ghost might not have heard. He was struggling with the lashings on the sail and she went to help. He waved her away. "Untie the moorings and get us clear of the dock."

Freeing the lines took only a moment. It took a little longer for Joslyn to gather enough will to push the boat free. Freed from the brace of the dock, their craft rocked violently. Joslyn lost her balance and only a wild grab at the gunwale kept her from going over. Ghost shouted something she couldn't understand and hoisted the sail. The lines were still slack, and the sail spun on the mast like a weather vane. Ghost worked the tiller to bring the rest of the craft into line. The wind was pushing them away from the dock. Ghost waited until they were well clear; a push of the tiller and a pull on the boomline got them under sail.

 "Ghost, you're heading for the rocks!"

 "We need speed to turn her," replied Ghost calmly. "Get ready." Ghost waited until Joslyn was certain it was too late, then pushed hard on the tiller. The craft turned away from the island with dizzying speed and for a moment took the full force of the wind across its beam. The craft heeled sharply, and only the speed of the turn kept them from capsizing. Then they were pointed in the right direction and the mast quivered like a bending bow as the sail filled. The craft surged forward, cutting the waves neatly in two.

Joslyn took her place on the opposite side, hanging onto a mast line with all her strength. She watched the red sails getting closer. "Ghost, what are you doing?"

"Testing a notion," he said. Ghost held his course till they were a scant hundred yards from the lead ship. The three boats were coming slowly, tacking into the stiff wind, but when Ghost changed his course to angle away from them, as one they turned to intercept. "Yes," said Ghost, "they're after us."

"Was there really any doubt?" 

"But why? And how did they know where to find us?"

"I don't know why, but they found us the same way I found the Aversa. I told you I'd been attacked by an adept."

"You didn't tell me he was an Ender."

Joslyn shrugged. "I didn't know he was." She found it strange that the thought had never occurred to her. But there was something—separate, in the attack. There was none of the unfocused viciousness that rested on the Ender's minds like spiky crowns; the attack had been razor-sharp and very, very personal. Still, the Enders were here.

"Can we outrun them?" she asked.

Ghost shook his head. "Staying afloat will be hard enough for all of us. The best we can do is keep out of reach."

The wind gained strength slowly, ruthlessly. More and more the bow was pushed down by the force of it. They met the trough of a large wave and for a moment they sailed through a solid wall of water. Joslyn rose streaming from the deck, water swirling about her ankles. "We'll sink!"

"If we do that again," Ghost agreed. "Take the mainsail down. Hurry!"

Joslyn struggled to the mast and loosened the top line. The sail collapsed like a billowing bedsheet. Even as Joslyn worked to get the canvas secure, she noticed the smile on Ghost's face. It was the mad joy of Phian embracing the knife.

He's enjoying this!

There was no time to question or grant the thought its full allotment of fear. They were running before the storm on the jib alone now. Ghost used the tiller to keep the boat turned into the waves, their small sail pulling them on. Joslyn watched the Ender ships closing in. "I thought you said we could stay out of reach!"

Ghost glanced over his shoulder. "They're still under full sail. That's somewhat risky—"

More than somewhat. Joslyn gasped despite herself when the lead ship plunged beneath a high crest and foundered. It was as if it had gone full sail into a stone wall. The mainsail rippled with the impact; another moment and the two other boats sliced past the stricken vessel. Joslyn stared. "Aren't they going to try to help—?"

"Enders," explained Ghost. "And I don't think they could turn back now if they wanted to."

Joslyn thought of the men on that first ship, what their last moments would be like. And if it wasn't in her to regret their loss very much, neither was it to be very happy about it. "One more mistake like that and my crossbow might do some good," she said.

"To quote Deverea: 'They're scum, girl. They're not stupid.' Look."

Joslyn watched the frantic Enders taking down the mainsails on the other two vessels. Now all, the hunters and the hunted, were running before the wind on jib only. Joslyn stared at the pursuers for many long moments, but couldn't say if the gap between them had widened or narrowed.

"They're carrying more weight than we are," Ghost said. "If we could just put on sail..."

"Ghost, no!!"

There was no question of it later—Joslyn knew what he meant to do. It was in the wistful look in his eyes, the sudden concentration that overwhelmed any and all traces of emotion in his face and turned it to stone. "You said yourself that the Aversa might be wrong—" He didn't finish.

There was a crack in the sky.

"Sweet Somna..." Ghost swore, softly. He dropped his gaze; Joslyn got only a glimpse of his fear. Above, the rent in the world slowly healed and the storm closed over it.

When Ghost looked up again Joslyn was waiting for him. "You felt it, Ghost. Don't deny it."

He shook his head. "I won't. It was very bad... but why can I feel the world's pain now? Why not before?"

Joslyn looked toward the Enders. "Fear, Ghost. This time you were in touch with your life, at least enough for the world to matter."

"And helping ourselves isn't like helping an Aversa, at least to Somna," he said, and shrugged. "It's the odd mother who has no favorite children."

They gave themselves over to the chase for a while; there seemed little else to do. After a time it seemed to Joslyn that there was a strange serenity in their flight; all three remaining ships ran before the storm to the northwest, like a formation of sea-birds, never touching, never tiring. But it did seem now that the Enders were not so far away.

Joslyn felt her eyelids growing heavy. She huddled in the bow, her dark hair limp and beaded with spray. Ghost, the rudder-bar clamped tightly under one arm, watched her more than the pursuing ships.

"There's a blanket by your feet," he said. "Use it."

Joslyn obeyed with a bad grace. "You really think it'll keep me warm while we drown?"

A lightning flash showed Ghost's face. Joslyn was shocked at how pale and worn he looked. He shrugged. "At least you—and the Aversa—were right about me. If that's any comfort..."

Joslyn grinned, but a wave broke over the bow and it turned into a grimace. "Not much. I really did want to know. How you do what you do, I mean. Why it hurts the Dream so much. And what happened to your Nightsoul, for that matter."

"Pity. I guess we'll never..." He stopped, and there was a frighteningly eager look on his face.

"What is it?"

"I was thinking," he said, "that there might be a way."

"We can't outrun them; you said so."

"No, not that. About the dream... you were ready, Joslyn. It seems a shame to waste that."

Joslyn looked at Ghost as if he'd sprouted a new head. "You expect me to sleep now!?"

"It's all you can do to stay awake."

Joslyn wanted to argue, but Ghost was right. When the strange ships appeared she'd been almost relieved, and as afraid as she was of the storm, and the followers of Malitus, she was more afraid of a dream she'd never had the courage to finish.

"All right, Ghost. All right. But if we start to drown, wake me up."

"That hardly seems like a favor..."

"Just do it!"

Ghost smiled and drew two fingers over his eyelids, closing them. It was one of those childhood signs that everyone understood, like crossing your fingers or spitting in your shadow. It meant 'may I die if I fail you.'

Joslyn found another blanket and wadded it into a crude pillow. She tried to relax and found it wasn't so very hard. Ghost kept the craft fairly steady, and, if the motion of the sea was violent, it was also regular, predictable. Dreamer training took over and Joslyn soon left the storm and boat far behind.

Ghost watched her sleeping. "I may never know what happened to me," he said. "But perhaps one of us will."

Ghost was still smiling as he steered his dreamer's cradle through starless night.

*

What Tagramon needed was getting harder and harder to find. The shadows did their jobs well enough; Tagramon didn't fault them. But even the best hounds faltered when rabbits were scarce.

Only a few more... One or two, if they're strong...

Not for the first time, the Dream Master considered raiding the Temple itself, but it was still too soon to play that card. Still, time wasn't waiting, and he'd looked everywhere else.

Almost.

He almost blocked the thought, but he just wasn't fast enough. And now that it was out in the light he forced himself to look at it. Forced himself to act. With a thought he gathered the Shadows, gave them a word and just enough mind to understand it.

"Darsa."


*

There was a moment in time, a gossamer separating the Joslyn-awake and the Joslyn-asleep, when the world, for a while, belonged to both of them. When it was over, Nightsoul Joslyn came fully awake. The meeting with the Daysoul was already fading in her mind, except for something the other Joslyn said to her. That remained very clear.

Did she mean it? I wonder...

There was only one way to find out. Beneath her there were vague echoes of a storm, an ocean. Joslyn closed them out. She did not move from her place on the stage, she did not seek others. She pulled solitude around her like a heavy curtain, and when the time came for the play to begin there was nowhere else to look.

*

Tagramon looked about him in disbelief.

Can this be all?

He felt like a gleaner surveying a barren field. Darsa was a blighted crop as dreams went, and the harvest hadn't even begun. The Dream Master's skepticism soon changed to disgust. And these folk claimed to be the holy center of the Worship of Somna? Dreamer, forgive us for waiting so long to free you.

Tagramon was about to leave when he heard the call. A dull moan like a hunting horn, low and powerful.

So. The Shadows found something after all.

*

Joslyn was back on the dark sand shore, but now the sky was dark, too. A low rumble shook the beach, only a little louder than the booming surf. There was no lightning. The dream seemed to be waiting.

"You're the only thing waiting, Child. But for what, I wonder?"

The harpy perched on a dead tree that was so bleached and wind-burned that it looked like a tall piece of driftwood pounded into the sand. Neither it nor the monster had been there a moment before.

"For you to go away and let me dream!"

"Assuming I could be so thoughtful," the harpy purred, "what makes you think you can? You gave up dreaming long ago."

"I can," Joslyn said. "I have to."

"One or both may be true," the monster sighed, "but one doesn't imply the other. Especially with you, Joslyn. I was wrong when I said you couldn't believe your own lies. You found a way. Clever..."

"No time for riddles, Musa.

The harpy's laugh drowned out the sea. "You've nothing but time, Child. Time and riddles. Ghost's riddle. The Dream Master's. Yours. We could even throw in the Riddle of the Gods without stretching things too much. Solve yours first and you may even have a shot at all those other dancing little goats. Start with a lie, Joslyn. It's the shortest way to the truth."

There was lightning now. Mostly in Joslyn's eyes. But her voice kept to a low rumble. "Pray, which one?"

The harpy shifted its position on the branch, then settled back down, wings folded patiently. "Dyaros. He's your biggest and brightest."

Joslyn frowned. "I told Ghost about him."

"True... Also irrelevant. You did kill Dyaros, or close enough, but the lie is that Dyaros keeps you from dreaming. All he does is keep you from remembering the real reason, the true lie. And if you don't remember, you don't have to deal with it. A master-stroke, Child."

"One insight after another. You're too kind."

The harpy scratched its head with a steel-blue talon. "Can't help it. Even you can't lie to yourself here; doesn't work. Though I daresay if there were a way my girl would find it. You have a gift for self-destruction."

Joslyn watched the darkening sky. Another storm... She turned to the harpy. "Assuming that's true, what can I do about it?"

"For a start you can call your fear by its true name and let poor Dyaros rest. He's earned it, Child. Take the tiller yourself."

Joslyn remembered the tiny boat that sailed on an impossibly wide ocean. She remembered the rest. "I tried that, once. I nearly drowned."

"You just might succeed this time," the monster cooed. "In drowning, that is."

"And be rid of you? It might be worth it. Let's have it done, Musa. Go away and let me dream."

There was laughter again, but it wasn't coming from the harpy. Joslyn heard it from all sides, filling the stage as if it were the stage and the painted scenery, and all the actors. Too late Joslyn was wrenched from the fabric of the dream; now she saw it from outside, saw herself standing before the harpy. And, just before the dream changed to something very different, the monster changed, too. It no longer had Musa's face, Musa's voice.

Joslyn's face. Joslyn's voice.

"Silly Child," it said, "you've already begun."

*

Joslyn was in a remembered dream. It was a place of quiet waters, soft grass and trees that gave shade without stealing the sun. Joslyn swam in a brook that turned wide and deep beneath a stand of willows; the cool water flowed over her skin like a caress.

"I really don't understand this."

He sat on the bank beneath the willow. He was robed and cowled, and his rasping voice was all he revealed of what lay beneath. Joslyn was suddenly very aware of her nakedness. She let herself sink until the water reached her chin. "Who are you?"

Her words came out in a mist like a breath in winter. The sun sparked rainbows in the little cloud and, before her eyes, it changed into a bright-winged butterfly. The intruder reached out, caught her question as it fluttered by and crushed it. He threw the little corpse back into the water where it quivered, making tiny ripples. "You're from the gutter," the man said. "You have been a thief—or worse—and survived in the streets of Ly Ossia. What is there in your world that can create a pleasant lie like this?"

His words were like blows; they left Joslyn dazed and confused. Now the stream and the trees and the blue sky seemed to be veiled in a curtain of gossamer. "I don't know what you mean."

"Of course not. That's why I'm here." He held out his hand. "Come out."

Joslyn took a step back. "I can't..."

"Because you're naked? Nonsense. Clothe yourself in a mile of earth and you're still naked here."

Before he finished speaking Joslyn realized that the stream was much smaller than she thought. The robed man reached out, grabbed her wrist, and drew her out of the water. She tried to cover herself, tried to pull away from him, but could do neither. "Let me go!"

"Reveal yourself and you invite attack. It's simple, really."

She was back in the water, just like that. The intruder sat beneath the willow again, but now his cowl was pulled back. and Joslyn saw his face.

"Belor". The moment she said his name, Joslyn knew where she was, what was happening. The dream faded around her.

The High Priest grinned. "Not just yet, little fish."

He was gone, and with him went Joslyn's awareness of him. She was swimming in a shadowed pool; she was content.

It rose from the water beside her, from the dark places where the light did not reach. Its skin was like blackened, rotting leather and had crumbled away in several places to reveal the bones. "We've seen shame and rage," it said. "Fear is easier, really."

It reached for her with long, pale fingers. Joslyn tried to run, but now the firm sandy bottom was covered with a foul, slippery muck. She staggered, caught herself, took another step as the touch of something long dead caressed her cheek. "Time to leave."

It was over. Joslyn stood shivering on the Nightstage; it was only Belor's firm grip that kept her from running back to wakefulness. He held Joslyn there until her emotions were back under control, her footing on the nightstage secure.

"Do you remember?"

The question was part of a catechism; Joslyn had heard it nearly every night for the past month. Not always the Dream Master asking, or even Belor, but the question remained. Joslyn answered it. "Yes," she said, "everything."

"Come on, then."

Belor took her wrist again, his grip as harsh and bony as the dead man in her dream, and led her to where another dream was forming on the stage. And it was a stage now, not merely a name used for want of a better. Joslyn saw others gathered there, all eyes turned to the glow. She recognized Ter and Alyssa; they were the only ones not standing alone. The rest were like separate stones in a cold stream, their thoughts tightly cloaked.

The Dream Master was already there. He stood before the border of the dream. "We've been waiting for you, Joslyn."

Something did escape from the others then, something she had heard only once before in her life—the half-cruel, half-relieved laughter of spectators at an execution. Alyssa did not laugh; she looked worried.

Tagramon waved her forward. "Beside me, girl... lovely." He turned back to the other novice Dreamers. "You've learned something of the power of dreamcraft these last few weeks. A start, but only a start. Tonight you will learn something of its dangers." He smiled at Joslyn. "You will assist me."

Joslyn tried not to let him see her tremble. "Yes, Master."

Tagramon stopped speaking aloud; his command to the other novices echoed in Joslyn's head. FOLLOW TO THE BOUNDARY, NO FARTHER. WATCH THERE.

The Dream Master took Joslyn's shoulders and steered her into the dream. A glance back revealed the shadowy faces of the other novices as they pressed close like children at a misted glass. Ahead, Joslyn saw very little. The dream did not shine brightly, and there were many dark places where the light did not reach at all.

Joslyn heard the sound of water.

UNTIL NOW, YOU'VE MOVED THROUGH DREAM LIKE CHILDREN THROUGH A PLAYGROUND. ALL OF YOU. I CAN UNDERSTAND THAT—THE NIGHTSTAGE IS A MARVELOUS PLACE. BUT EVERY DREAM IS REAL WITHIN ITSELF, AND ON THE NIGHTSTAGE EVEN AN UNTRAINED DREAMER IS A GOD. TONIGHT, WITH TARDY JOSLYN'S HELP, I'LL SHOW YOU WHAT THAT MEANS.

Two lessons, one coin. Joslyn could have appreciated the beauty of it, if she hadn't been supplying one of the lessons. The grip on her shoulders was gone now, and Joslyn looked around. Tagramon was nowhere to be seen, and neither was the boundary. Joslyn swore softly.

YOU'RE A TEMPLE DREAMER, AND THIS DREAMER HAS REQUESTED AUGURY. WHAT DO YOU DO?

I play your game, thought Joslyn, while I try to figure out what it is. She was careful to keep her thoughts closed in; the silent speech that dream allowed was still new to her and she didn't know its limits. But even if Tagramon could know her every thought that wasn't going to stop her from having them. "I find the dreamer," she said, "I watch and learn."

VERY GOOD. YOU MAY BEGIN.

It was casually said, not so casually done. Joslyn tread very carefully as she worked her way deeper into the dream. There was still no sign of the dreamer, but Joslyn had a very strong sense of presence that guided her on. 

The change came in the whisper of one moment passing to the next. The vague shadows and shapes of the dream exploded with a crack like thunder, and Joslyn was nearly staggered by the power of the dreamer's vision. Joslyn stood in a child's nursery, looking down at a shattered porcelain doll. Its one remaining eye was closed, a tear glistened on its cheek. The red in its cracked cheeks and lips was like virgin color on an artist's palette, the image so sharp that Joslyn was sure its edges could draw blood. Joslyn bent over to examine the doll more closely.

The doll opened its eye, a painted black circle. "Go away before she finds you!"

Joslyn jumped back, startled. I think I've found the supplicant... Joslyn noticed the doorway and changed her mind. I think she's found me.

The doorway was much too large; it reached fifteen feet from the floor and stretched half again as far from side to side. And, from the very top to the cracks by the floor, it was blocked by a silvery web with strands as thick as rope. The spider sat in the center of the spiral-block pattern; it had eight eyes row on row, all of them the large brown eyes of a child. "You're not supposed to be here," it said. The mandibles gave the words a metallic click.

Joslyn stepped backward as the spider slowly descended from the web. Its thick, jointed legs moved with mechanical grace. Joslyn was looking for another way out of the room before she remembered that this was a dream. Nothing was real, nothing could hold or harm her. But the dreamer was aware of her and that interfered with Augury. It occurred to Joslyn that Tagramon's reasons for sending her here had nothing to do with playing oracle, but, as gelid, yellowish poison oozed from the spider-child's fangs, any rationalization seemed better than none. Especially one that would give her an excuse to get away. Joslyn stepped back to the far wall and tried to remove herself from the dream.

She bumped her nose.

YOU REALLY SHOULD HAVE SEEN YOUR FACE JUST THEN, GIRL.

Master..?

Joslyn couldn't see him, but she had an image of the Dream Master watching her as if through a glass, the rest of the novices dutifully chuckling. She tried to put it out of her mind; she had more pressing concerns. The dream was changing again: faint gossamer lines appeared in all the corners and grew, shimmering, until Joslyn was circled with webs.

How is she holding me? It didn't make sense. And the dream itself was different in a way she had trouble defining. She had seen nightmares before in her short time as a novice, but never anything like this. In those nightmares, it was always the dreamer who was in danger, the dreamer who suffered. This fear was directed outward, and the images were more powerful than anything she had ever seen, more real, as if --

As if the dreamer didn't know the difference. Not in the way that all dreamers believed the reality of the dream only while they dreamed; more like one whose waking and sleeping lives flowed one into the other with no seams to change one to the other. Joslyn finally understood.

The child was insane.

This was no shadow-play; the room was every bit as real as the image of self that turned a little girl into a monster.

Master, let me out!

AND IF YOU STUMBLED UPON THIS DELIGHTFUL CHILD BY YOURSELF, ALONE, AS YOU PLAYED VOYEUR ON THE NIGHTSTAGE? WHO WOULD SAVE YOU THEN? THERE'S A LESSON HERE, JOSLYN. LEARN IT.

There was no nursery anymore, only the spider's weaving all around her. The monster moved at will; Joslyn struggled to keep some distance between them, fought to stay clear of the web, and knowing that sooner or later the dream would close in over her and the spider would feed.

It seemed to Joslyn that being a lesson was not quite the same as learning one; she was being punished. She didn't ask for help again.

Must be something I can do, but it isn't my dream— With the word came the memory. My dream wasn't Belor's. There is a way.

There was almost no time at all. Joslyn forced herself to close her eyes in the spider's face, forced her mind to form another image, one that did not belong to the dream. She opened her eyes.

It was a poor thing compared to the dream around it. Pale gray, ghost-like, the wasp hovered inches over Joslyn's head. Its twin faceted eyes were empty; its wings were as thin and wavering as the surface of a pool. The spider hesitated, its slow, stalking step no longer sure. Joslyn shook her head, numbly. Won't be enough...

The wasp began to grow. Iridescence flowed over its wings like a spreading frost; the driftwood gray of its abdomen and waist changed to ruby red, its eyes glowed like the many-paned windows of the Temple itself. The force of its wings tore at the webbing with an angry hum. Joslyn cowered on the floor as its shadow loomed over her.

I didn't do that!

The spider began to cry. Joslyn watched with fearful fascination as its body wavered, and for an instant Joslyn saw through the dream, saw a very young, very frightened little girl with large brown eyes and a ragged dress. In another moment the vision was over. Spider and wasp likewise gone. Joslyn was back in the nursery, very relieved and very puzzled. The dreamer has fled. Why doesn't the dream end? After a moment the faint sound registered—someone crying. It was the doll.

Joslyn picked it up and, moved by an emotion she didn't really understand, cradled it gently in her arms. Waking or sleeping, all the same to you. Nowhere to run, nothing to be but a monster or a broken toy.

The dream was not so well defined now, the boundaries less distinct. Joslyn found the empty cradle and put the doll inside. After a moment she left the dream, but not before a new sound grew as the sobbing faded. A sound Joslyn had never heard before but had dreamed a time or two herself. It was the sound of a distant sea.

The Dream Master stood with the others as she emerged. Joslyn had no doubt that the entire scene had been observed, but Tagramon didn't even hesitate. "Do you remember?"

Joslyn matched him. "Yes," she said, "everything."

*

"Everything."

Joslyn gave the familiar echo as the memory-dream faded around her. She stood alone on the Nightstage, and she did remember. She remembered the time she spent recovering from that night and the time she spent considering what Belor had done to her dream and what she had done to the insane little girl's dream. And how easy it was when others took the seed you planted and nurtured it with their fears, as the girl took Joslyn's puny wasp and made it into what Joslyn could not. Joslyn wondered how much effort Belor had really needed to poison her beautiful dream.

Belor was wrong, she thought, you don't invite attack—you create it.

Joslyn remembered her blind panic when Ghost had given her the tiller of the little boat; only now she could put a name on her fear, make him understand why it was so important that she not risk losing control, not in anything.

And still I'm not finished.

One more dream to dream, one more step back to take. Joslyn sensed it coming and did nothing. Maybe it would be the center of the storm, calm and safe. Maybe it would be the center of a maelstrom—nowhere to go but down into the dark waters forever. Joslyn didn't know. She did know that the time for choosing was already past. She had stepped into the river, and now there was nothing to do but go where the current took her.

*

It isn't enough to be an artist; there has to be an audience.

Inlos put the finishing touches on his creation, then added a little more scope in the dream, just enough so he could step back and admire his work. It was perfect, of course, perfect down to the last detail of a very harsh reality. Not that Inlos hadn't added his own touches, here and there... He had yet to meet any reality, reflected or no, that couldn't do with a little improvement. He resisted the temptation to try something else, reach for a different effect. Unthinkable not to be ready when the curtain went up. Unthinkable to miss a moment of the play he had written.

Do hurry, Joslyn. You're holding up the show --

On cue. Perfect. Inlos caught the dream at first glow and wove his own seamlessly into the fabric. When the time came Joslyn wouldn't know one from the other, and what happened after that... well, his hands were clean. He had merely provided the knife, figuratively speaking.

The hand cutting her lovely white throat would be her own.

*

It was one thing to dream; a child could do it. A child couldn't help doing it. But to dream and be aware of the dream without ending it, that was difficult. Dreams were shy things; prying eyes alone were enough to make them flee. Joslyn moved very slowly, holding the delicate balance in her mind that kept the dream from overpowering her will and her will content within the dream. That last was the hardest for her to do normally; where she saw change needed, Joslyn wanted to make it. Tonight there was a different heavy hand on the balance: time. Joslyn was too aware of it.

Why did it have to be tonight?

It was a careless thought, and of course there were consequences. All thoughts and images were linked; part of the wall in the catacombs she traveled suddenly became an open book—the question written within in letters of gold.

A large brown rat came scurrying along beside the wall and paused long enough to read the question aloud in a soft, lisping voice. Joslyn thought the rat looked familiar but just avoided remembering why. When it was done it looked at Joslyn, shrugged its narrow shoulders, and continued on its business. Joslyn smiled. I don't know, either. Damn you, Dyaros.

The dream's subversion was nearly complete. As Joslyn walked down the corridor it was if the wall had turned to glass and she watched another play through a long window. She watched her nervous progress down another narrow corridor to unlock the hidden window.

She saw herself leave.

Joslyn felt a touch of guilt, but only a touch. It wasn't safe to wait there; she might have been spotted. Dyaros could find her easily enough, and, in the interval, there was time for other things. Dreaming, for instance. A step farther down into the curious place she had discovered. Another look at what she had found in that deepest place—the thing that looked like a wall.

There's too much to do, too much to learn, now that I've joined the Temple. Dyaros won't understand that.

Someone else was walking down that other corridor. A young man, his clothes a patchwork of styles and materials: gloves of rich black leather, shirt of worn muslin, soft, quilted boots.

Joslyn nodded. He did smile that way. Even when no one was around.

It seemed the end of one mystery, at least: Dyaros had the same cocksure smile for himself alone as for the rest of the world. Joslyn had wondered about that from the first time she had seen the young thief to the last time, Tagramon allowed her to say goodbye to her old associates. When she told Dyaros that she had been chosen for the Temple. His expression hadn't even flickered.

YOU NEVER FORGAVE ME FOR THAT.

The membrane separating Joslyn's dream from the other was not nearly so well-defined now; it didn't seem at all unusual that she should hear Dyaros's voice in her dream. She considered, and decided he was right.

I deserved more from you, Dyaros. Even a little shallow regret would have been better than nothing.

SPOKEN LIKE A TRUE WHORE—MEASURE GIVEN AND VALUE RECEIVED. YOUR PARDON, MY LOVE—I THOUGHT YOU WERE A THIEF.

The corridors were flowing together like two branches of a river. Joslyn hesitated, but only for a moment. I don't want to go forward. I can't go back. No choice at all.

Joslyn liked that.

*

Joslyn's sleep did not die a natural death. She fought, but the pull to wakefulness was too strong. Joslyn struggled, but nothing could prevent her inexorable rise. It was slow, at first, then more rapid as her strength faded. She broke into daylight like a fish yanked from its own dear ocean. Sunlight poured through the window of her room; the glare was like fire. I forgot to close the shutters last night—Joslyn suddenly remembered last night. And now the sun was high into morning.

Dyaros?

She heard voices from the courtyard, a low hiss and babble like a quick stream. Joslyn pulled herself out of bed and padded over to the window. A raven perched there on the sill, looking at something Joslyn didn't see. It didn't seem strange that the bird didn't fly away.

"I wonder what that's about," Joslyn said.

The raven cocked its dark eye at her. "They caught a thief in the Temple last night," it said.

There was a scream in Joslyn's mind, but nowhere else. She nodded dully. "Fancy that."

"Swift justice," croaked the bird. "The Temple has that right."

There was a scaffold in the center of the courtyard, grim enough as a reminder of harsher times, but long disused. It was in use now; Dyaros's body hung from the thick old beams like a marionette corded in silver. Most of the Temple, acolytes, servants, and priests alike, stood gawking at the spectacle, whispering and laughing among themselves. The raven was still looking at her.

I didn't know a bird could smile like that.

"As if he would dance at any moment," the raven said, giggling, "but I guess we already missed that part."

Joslyn made a grab for the little beast but it hop-flew to the shuttertop, out of reach. Joslyn hurried away from the window and out into the corridor. She didn't pause to wonder why there were no stairs in this Temple now, just a long dark corridor that slanted further and further down. When she reached the level of the courtyard there was no courtyard, no morning sun, merely an abrupt retreat of the corridor walls one from the other until a wide hall was created. There were statues ranged about the walls, and a raised dais on the north wall. Joslyn took scant notice of the them; she was looking at Dyaros.

The scaffolding was there, too. Dyaros's body turned slowly from side to side, as if pushed by a morning breeze. Joslyn stood at the entrance to the chamber, her heart beating faster. I never got farther than this.

She wasn't quite sure what that meant; she did know it was important. Another moment and she was aware of the dream, aware of where she was, but the balance was too precarious. Joslyn surrendered her certainty for something far more precious—a chance. Joslyn heard a rustle of feathers in the damp air, felt a touch on her shoulder. It was the raven finding a perch. "Here we are again."

Joslyn watched the hypnotic swing of Dyaros's body. Again?

Again. Yes. Not for a long time, and not always with the raven. But always Dyaros. And every time with Joslyn returning the way she came. The memory was fleeting; Joslyn let it go. She needed all her will to hold onto something else—an image of a spider. She stepped into the hall.

Dyaros brought his audience. Acolytes and priests ringed the scaffolding, their sibilant voices echoed through the chamber. Joslyn took another step and the voices ceased. Everyone was looking at her now; but Joslyn was mostly aware of Dyaros. She felt his dead eyes staring at her. Another step and Joslyn almost reached the outer ring of White Robes. They stepped aside like a curtain being drawn; Joslyn had a clear path to the scaffold.

Dyaros's eyes were half-closed; only twin streaks of white were visible, but Joslyn knew he was watching her. That didn't prepare her for when he spoke. "I waited, Joslyn. I waited too long."

A murmur of voices. YES, YES. TRUE. WAITED TOO LONG. CAUGHT HIM FAIR, WE DID. HANGED THE THIEF STRAIGHT AWAY...

Joslyn took another step. Spider...

SOMEONE OPENED THE DOOR FROM THE INSIDE. WE COULDN'T MAKE HIM SAY WHO. WE DID MAKE HIM SCREAM. TOO BAD JOSLYN SLEPT THROUGH THE EXCITEMENT. ALL DONE BY THE TIME SHE WAS THROUGH DREAMING.

Not much farther. Joslyn forced another step, but that was all. The ring of spectators closed behind her. She smiled a sad little smile. I really thought I could do it this time.

The raven's wing stung her cheek as the bird rose from her shoulder and flapped across the chamber. It landed on the dead man's shoulder, glanced haughtily in Joslyn's direction, and began to peck at the flesh of Dyaros's chest.

I even supplied the carrion-crow. Her anger did what her will could not, and she ran to the scaffold, her arms raised to frighten the raven away. "Leave him alone—"

The raven raised its head but otherwise didn't move. Joslyn finally noticed where the bird had been feeding. The wound was deep, and there were others. The raven hadn't made any of them, merely took advantage of the openings in the carcass. Joslyn did the same.

"They did hang you, Dyaros," she said. "But after you were dead. No torture. No noble silence. Just a quick struggle in the dark when the White Robes found you. Funny how I'd forgotten about that."

There was a sudden stirring in the audience; the voices rose. TAKE THE BITCH NOW! SHE HAS TO PAY --

"I already have. More than was due, if the truth be known..." She raised her hand, and the voices went silent as if a door had slammed shut. "We won't be needing you anymore."

With a thought they were banished; Joslyn was alone in the widened corridor with Dyaros and the raven. Joslyn, her hands clasped behind her back, strode closer to the scaffolding. The corpse seemed to shrink away from her. "One lie gone," Joslyn said. "Were there more? Something about you waiting for me, perhaps?"

The raven hopped off Dyaros's shoulder, spread its wings and circled the hanged man once before lighting on his belt. It used its beak to worry at something hidden in the waist of the breeks and came up with a gleam of gold.

"Let's see that," Joslyn said. The raven threw the disk like a vulture breaking an egg. It rolled to Joslyn's foot and stopped, the stamped portrait gazing ahead with empty eyes. Joslyn studied the coin with amusement. "A votive. Minted in the Temple for one purpose only—an offering to the Dreamer. Would that have anything to do with where you were really caught, Dyaros? In the sanctuary, perhaps?"

Dyaros seized the dream for a moment, and in that moment he stood, splendidly defiant, on the scaffold. The next the lever was pulled, and he quivered on the end of the long rope. YOU KILLED ME!

Joslyn brushed the attack aside, reclaimed the dream that was her own. "I knew the White Robes caught you in the vaults, not the Dreamer's wing, but I wouldn't understand what that meant. You didn't come for me, Dyaros. You came for the Temple Treasure, and I was just your key. You killed yourself, and I think it's past time you were buried." Joslyn smiled at him. "That looks uncomfortable."

She took the ropes away. Dyaros fell heavily to the platform, and then she took that away. Dyaros dropped to the stone floor, and that blow seemed to wake the dead. He sat up, looking dazed, but no longer the pitiful corpse.

"I was luckier than you," Joslyn said, "the little spider believed my pitiful wasp, made it real. I won't make you real anymore."

Fear was a fickle thing in this dream. First Joslyn had it, but it had deserted her to nestle in the eyes of the shibboleth. He came up in a crouch and began to back away from her. Joslyn remembered another aspect of the spider-child's dream. I'm not quite so mad as that... Still, one does what one can.

She was ready for him. When he tried to flee the dream he found the edges much too hard. He picked himself up and tried again. The second time drew blood. The raven landed on Joslyn's shoulder. "Let him go. He can't harm you now."

Joslyn shook her head, slowly. "He has some things that belong to me. I want them." And she took them. First the memory of Dyaros's clothes. What he wore and how he wore it. Then the bright blue eyes, and, last, the infuriating, splendid smile. All the borrowed memories until the imposter had nowhere to hide. Joslyn looked on his true face, saw the chaos etched there.

"What is he?"

The raven sighed. "Incubi, we called them—a special talent dreamer, a swimmer in the Dark Waters. More than a little insane and capable of powerful imagery. Useful, sometimes. If Dyaros hadn't died robbing the Temple this one—or another—would have been after him."

"Praise Somna, a straight answer... and what did I steal from the Temple that would send him after me?

"I don't know."

Joslyn finally took the time to recognize her surroundings; the chamber was an image of the Temple sanctuary. She clothed her hand in a falconer's gauntlet and gently moved the raven to the dais. What she did then was far different from the "meddling" she might do in another's dream, slight changes in the images aided, knowingly or not, by the dreamer. All belonged to her in this place, and, as with Dyaros's memory, she reclaimed everything that was hers step by step. First the Raven, then the Harpy. Musa was the very last, sitting demurely massive on the dais under the Image of Somna.

"I would like the Raven back," Musa said. "It's just the least bit difficult to get around in my true form."

Joslyn shook her head. "First you'll answer my question."

Musa laughed. "Child, I may be at your mercy here, but I honestly don't know. Tagramon thinks you're a threat to him, and that's really all the excuse I needed to help you. I'm not very fond of the man."

"Help? Is that what you call it?!"

Musa smiled. "Between the Spider-child and Belor's petty nastiness you learned to fear true dreaming before you learned its powers. So much easier to cloak yourself in self-pity and guilt. To hide from this pitiful monster." She shot a scornful glance at the incubus. "And all the lectures in the Temple Archives wouldn't have made a scratch in it. But if there's one thing stronger than fear, it's anger. I did help you, Child. And in the only way you could accept help."

"I didn't need you," Joslyn said, softly. She was speaking to the incubus. "I did it much better myself. But as long as you're here you'll be useful."

"Joslyn, we've wasted more time than we can afford. Let him go!"

Joslyn glanced at Musa, and the raven was back. "You said yourself I need anger, and your barrel is empty. His isn't. In fact, I'm just the least bit annoyed with him." She moved forward, and the incubus scuttled into a corner. She filled it with snakes, and he yelped in terror and scrambled past her, half running, half crawling toward the corridor where Joslyn had come in.

Not that way.

There was no corridor, only another wall. Joslyn conjured horrors out the air, herding the trapped Nightsoul until there was only one way out of the chamber. He stopped there, his back to darkness. Joslyn came for him.

"I'll say it," he gasped, "if you want me to. I'll say it."

"Say what?" asked Joslyn mildly.

"That you've won. You have, you know. I'll go away."

"You stole my memories," she said. "You tried to keep me from something that belongs to me. I don't know what it is, just yet, but you're going to help me find it. It's the least you can do."

All shape and form belonged to Joslyn there, but she kindly gave him one. Smaller, true, and a few more shiny black legs than he was used to. But for running down the dark narrow way it was just the thing. All that was left was for Joslyn to choose the shape of the hunter.

"Spider," she said. The chase was on.




 
  


Chapter 16—God-Dreaming
 

The incubus lay whimpering in the corner; Joslyn ignored him. As far as she was concerned his part was done. Her only fear now was that her part might be done, too.

They stood at what looked like the end of their journey. Joslyn put her fingers to a flat wall of dark-veined stone; felt the cold hard reality of it. "I had only a glimpse of it before. Maybe... maybe this is all there is."

"Maybe," the raven said, its voice echoing harshly in that silent place. "I grieve for you, Child."

Joslyn glared at her. "The Dream needs your sadness, Musa. Not me."

"So certain? Ghost's soul may stay lost; we don't really know what that means. But this," she waved her wing at the wall, "I understand as well as you. If there's nothing else, then you've stood in the deepest place you have and known that there's nothing else to find, nowhere else to go. If you know of a sadder journey's-end, I'd love to hear it."

The incubus had stopped shivering as he listened to the raven's words. A sly little smile crept onto his face; he cherished it, keeping himself close to the floor so no one would see. Slowly, carefully, he began to crawl closer.

Joslyn saw him. "I've done with you. Go now." He pushed himself closer to the floor but otherwise didn't move. Joslyn frowned. "I said go!"

He shook his head. "I won't," he said, sullen, "it's my right—paid for..."

The raven eyed him curiously. "Your right to what?"

He glanced nervously at Joslyn. "... don't understand this, but it matters... to her. Joslyn hurt me—I want to see her fail."

Joslyn smiled, and hoarfrost formed on the walls of the passage. "Like hell, Little Bug." She turned back to the wall, but she didn't touch it this time. The sight of it was bad enough; she didn't need the feel of its reality, too.

I don't understand either, she thought, but if the normal Nightstage is a reflection of the waking world, then this place did not arise from nothing. And everything here so far belongs to me.

Joslyn took a deep breath. "Door," she said.

And there was a door. It was a pretty thing of sandalwood carved with woodland scenes and borders of vein and leaf; the scent was sweet and delicate on the cool air. Joslyn reached out and turned the latch. It wouldn't open. She took both hands and pulled harder, but the wood didn't so much as creak. Joslyn looked again at her door, saw where the edges blended smoothly into the stone.

The raven eyed it up and down. "Well, you did say 'door.' It's a handsome one."

The incubus snickered, but Joslyn ignored him. A door is not always an open door. What's needed is a way in. Unless of course there was nothing beyond to enter. Joslyn tried not to think about that. She vanished the door, leaving a hint of wood fragrance in the air.

Laughter, now. The imposter had an ear to the sloping floor, and he slapped both hands down on the stone in staccato rhythm. "Like everyone else. Go deep enough and all you find are dark waters. Listen, Joslyn. Listen close and you'll hear them rising."

Joslyn heard. Without really trying, or meaning to, she heard them, as she had heard them before, in other dreams. Never in her own. She wondered if that made a difference. She decided to find out.

The incubus was rocking with glee. "Mighty Joslyn, powerful Joslyn... I'll have you yet!"

"You'll have nothing that doesn't belong to you."

Joslyn created a fountain of pale gray stone, a simple dry basin. The raven's eyes grew much too large. "Child, you don't—"

"Be still, Musa." Joslyn eyed her work critically. "Something seems to be missing... Come here, Little Bug." He only looked at her, and with a thought Joslyn picked him up and stood him in the center of the basin. His mouth opened wide in surprise and at that moment Joslyn turned him into soft clay. The raven watched, fascinated, as Joslyn molded the form like a potter, turning, shaping. Another moment and the shape glowed in a sudden kiln-blast of heat. When all was done, an ugly little gargoyle graced Joslyn's shrine.

"What are you doing?"

Joslyn shrugged. "The Dream Master said every dreamer is a god—or goddess—in his or her own dream. I dream a hole in the wall and how do I know that I haven't created what I see? Just one more dream, and me no closer to breaching the wall. That doesn't leave me much." Joslyn patted the gargoyle's head and the fountain began to flow. The water rose first in the basin, flowed upward and began to spill from the statue's open mouth. Joslyn scooped up a double handful of the water, an inky black liquid darker than the raven's wing.

The bird fluttered up to the fountain and perched on one of the gargoyle's horns. "Joslyn, stop this! We've come too close—"

Joslyn nodded amiably. "Too close. There's no going back for me, Musa." She was thinking about the dream with the spider-child, and of the visions that could strip flesh from bone with their power. I think it might help to be a little mad, just now. She brought the water to her lips.

The thing that impressed Joslyn the most about madness was its clarity. Every crack and grain of the gargoyle, each individual feather of the raven stood in such sharp detail Joslyn was almost overwhelmed. Even the hallucinations glowed with a living fire that cast reality into mist and shadow. Tagramon grinned at her from the depths of the pool as he played games of pitch and toss with the souls of men.

IT'S RATHER FINE BEING A GOD, JOSLYN, he said. TRY IT.

So how would a goddess break a stone? Joslyn approached the wall; again she traced the deep quartzite veins that penetrated the rock. She remembered how Ghost called lightning, but she found the idea vaguely distasteful. Too showy. She still held a bit of the fountain's water in her left hand. She dipped her fingers one at a time until a fat droplet sat on each fingertip; her hand looked like a pale five-pointed star inlaid with black opals. Joslyn giggled. 

The raven eyed her suspiciously. "Why are you laughing?"

Joslyn didn't answer. She touched the stone and the droplets flowed into the rock, growing, spreading, until the white crystalline veins of the wall ran dark.

Winter.

It came. Joslyn saw her fingers go white with frost as it moved from her and into the stone. Snowflake patterns etched themselves into the surface of the wall; the water that ran into the veining of the stone turned into ice as white mist rose like smoke.

Pretty...

Joslyn's fingers glowed in a thin sheeting of ice, but she did not feel the cold. All she felt was her power moving within the wall, all she heard was the first low groan of growing ice against stone. When the wall broke it was with the boom of glaciers cracking. Joslyn moved her fingers again, saw the last shards of ice splinter and fall away. She took her hands away from where the wall had been. There was nothing left of it, not even rubble. Created by me, removed by me. She didn't know what that meant. Beyond that place, the image of a corridor held, but there were branchings now, many doors. And at the place where all the corridors met, there was a door larger than the rest.

The raven perched on the gargoyle's head and ruffled her feathers. "Another door. Like the first."

Joslyn shook her head. "This one will open." She reached out, grasped the handle. "Coming, Little Bird?"

The raven didn't move, didn't look at her. "No."

There was just the faintest hint of gloating in Joslyn's smile. "I didn't think so."

*

Joslyn's dream died slowly. The raven was the first to go; Inlos caught a glimpse of changing shapes and faces before it flew away into darkness. Then the walls and the doors began to melt and flow together like candle-wax. Inlos thought of a portrait painted on water, the currents tearing it apart.

Just a little more...

Everything came from nothing at Joslyn's thought; everything now returned to the formlessness from which it came. The fountain sank into the floor, the dark waters receded. Inlos' gargoyle skin split up the back like a cicada's drying shell. Inlos wriggled out, saw the husk collapse into mist. The echo of wings showed the way out. He did not take it.

She thinks she's won, he thought.

She has.

Another thought. Perhaps his, Perhaps an echo of the dying dream. It didn't matter—it was true. He had thought himself the master of other folk's madness, his first and best weapon. But Joslyn had mastered her own, called it out and used it like any other tool. The same way she used him --

She didn't even ask my name.

The colors smeared and flowed away, ink on parchment left in the rain. With Joslyn gone the dream was returning to whatever dreams were without a will to shape them. But it wasn't like others, the countless feeble dreams he'd shattered just to see them die. This death had nothing to do with him, but it would take him with it—one more formless piece of nothing—given a chance.

Follow the raven.

Sensible thought, but still nonsense for all that. There was no going back. Joslyn had seen to that. He was what he did, and now there was nothing left of him. Nothing... Inlos smiled at his new thought, admiring its crystal beauty. Now Joslyn has something that belongs to me.

There was just enough left of the door to be a door. There was just enough left of Inlos to open it.

*

The very first thing Joslyn noticed was the glow of distant dreams. The second thing she noticed was the cold. It meant something. Something to do with time.

Wasted too much...

And the only thing beyond the wall was more dream. She had to move carefully, sort out the meaning. And there was no time to move carefully.

Nightstage? Joslyn imagined herself trapped in a child's rondel-song, all her struggle and concentration and pain just to get back to the beginning. It was quite possible. It was not acceptable. In the places Joslyn had come to know, that refusal could make a difference.

Joslyn hugged herself, forced away a thought of the sea that came like a wave across the sand and disappeared as quickly. She still felt the wet chill of it on her body. She shivered. If there's nothing to find, may as well find it now. She moved toward the nearest light, but it seemed to take a very long time to get there. Must be farther than I thought... Soon she realized the truth of it—they were even farther than she suspected. And larger. Impossibly large. Joslyn finally stood at the foot of a mountain of light. It shone with secret fire like a volcano made of glass, its heights and depths beyond her sight and understanding. It was a Nightstage—or at least something she could only perceive as one—and she was connected with it, somehow. But the scale... Joslyn shook her head, very firmly. No one can dream like this.

"No one." She said it aloud, very clearly, but the dream did not accept its impossibility. It remained. Joslyn reached out as if to touch something that might burn her. Her hand slipped inside, unscathed. Joslyn shivered again, and again thought of what the cold meant, and matched the fear of what might be against the certainty of what would be. It wasn't even a struggle.

Joslyn went inside.

*

Inlos knew where he was. Joslyn had herded him to the very core of herself and beyond. Inlos did not know who dreamed giant dreams in that hidden place, but it had something to do with Joslyn and that was enough.

A dream is a dream.

*

The dream was more than large on the inside. It contained an entire world, and that world was a forest. Joslyn stood on a mossy bank by a rushing stream; dark stones broke the water into white currents; oak and mountain-ash lined the bank. 

 At least in the beginning. In a moment the stream turned quiet and sluggish, the dark stones sank from sight. Joslyn watched the mountain-ash shrink, saw the leaves grow longer in the breeze, turning graceful like seaweed moving in a slow current. Willow. Changeable, aren't we? That was her first thought, but Joslyn knew there was more to it than that. There was something odd about the dream, something more than just its size. She saw the dream almost as if through a window with panes of differing colors. In a moment she had another word for it.

Mosaic. Like the floor tiles in the Chamber of True Dreaming; all the parts assembled and working together to make a picture.

First an impossible scale, and now a way of dreaming Joslyn had never seen before. She wasn't sure if the dream was real; she did know that the boundary line between the dreams she found and the dreams she made had never been so sharply drawn. Perhaps her own dreams, newly discovered, granted the perspective she commanded now, but Joslyn had no doubts; she had dreamed to get here, but the dream wasn't hers. Her role was another, more familiar one. She sought the dreamer.

She found something else.

When Joslyn was fifteen, the Emperor and his Court had paid a visit to Ly Ossia. There were parades and celebrations, and tight-packed throngs of people. Joslyn practiced her fledgling thievery at all of the events except one. In the great open-air theater near the market of Ly Ossia there had been a play, and Joslyn let many a good chance pass that day as she watched with the rest. It was a grand tragedy with more parts than there were players to fill them. So, between acts, the players changed: girl to boy, king to lover, harlot to goddess. All done so deftly that the story moved with barely a pause.

That play was nothing compared to the woman in the dream. Joslyn found her wearing many costumes, playing many parts, and every one of them at the same time. In the open forests she was a wild huntress with long red hair and hounds that ran at her knee. In the meadows she was a slim maid with yellow and blue wildflowers braided in her hair. And in a deep shaded grove, she was something older than the mossy stones, with twig fingers, tree-bark skin, and a smile like bloody thorns.

Spara.

It wasn't her many faces that gave the goddess away, just the parts she played. Joslyn watched the tragedy of the Leper King in the forest, smiled a little as the goatherd's One True Rose played out in a sunlit meadow, even enjoyed a little sigh of regret as, by a shadowed grove, the Stagman paid the price for Spara's love. Someone was dreaming of sylvan Spara in all her guises at once, retelling the legends endlessly. A devotee, perhaps, but even that wasn't certain. The stories were as much at home in the nursery as the temple; everyone knew them.

Everyone. Joslyn turned the thought this way and that, looking for meaning like a Windfolk shaman casting knucklebones. She watched the mosaic dream a little longer. The colors changed, the shapes, even the faces, but the stories did not. Different arrangements, perhaps, different perspectives, but, at the end, the same design --

A flicker of an idea. Not much—maybe not anything. It was all she had. Joslyn withdrew from the massive dream, moved on to the next. It didn't take so long to find the core this time—it was all thunder and fire and the clash of steel on steel.

Kreik Tal. God of Mad Courage. One by one she entered the dreams; one by one she added names to her pantheon: Akkrakcys, God of Winter Ice. Doban Lo, Patron of Wisdom and the Long Hours of the Night. Even Deverea's Ajel Kar, Dancer on the Wind. There were others she didn't know and other dreams not so large, not so powerful as those first few, but all alike in the one way that seemed to matter. Joslyn never found the dreamers, but just then it seemed more important to be certain who the dreamers weren't.

Not the gods, thought Joslyn. The gods do not dream. They are dreams.

*

Inlos watched Joslyn flit from one huge glow to another like a bee tasting flowers.

She isn't dreaming now.

That seemed important; that opened possibilities. Inlos was careful to stay out of sight until Joslyn disappeared into one of the smaller dreams. I'll let her come to me.

Inlos sought a dream of his own.

*

One more dream of a god. Joslyn had turned to leave before she understood what she had seen. She turned back, looked more closely, but there was no mistake.

Slotstick... It reminded her of a child's toy made of stuffed rags and whittled, fitted sticks. It's edges were blurred; blackness showed in little splotches scattered over the towering figure. Joslyn chewed a knuckle to keep from giggling. He's not finished.

Joslyn looked, but there was nothing else in the dream: no illusory oceans or forests, nothing to make a worthy abode for a god. There was only the fragmented deity itself. Joslyn wildly imagined a workman-laden scaffolding ringing the structure as the god was slowly built, brick by brick, under the architect's watchful eye. Joslyn's smile died when she saw something move.

I wasn't so very far wrong.

There was no scaffolding, of course—the shadows didn't need it. They swarmed over the patchwork god like ants on a corpse. Joslyn couldn't see what they were doing, couldn't tell what their scurrying meant, but just then she didn't really care. Joslyn searched her memory for shadows and found them in a very painful dream. The one she had shared with Tagramon.

A lone figure stood before the unfinished god, arms raised. Joslyn knew him even before she saw his infuriatingly joyful face. Joslyn remembered a goddess breaking a stone. She remembered Tagramon's dream of a god being a god. That dream was his way in. I interrupted more than I knew.

Do you remember?

She asked the question herself this time, and she gave the answer.

Yes, Dream Master. Everything.

*

All the dream's light was on the outside; once he stepped over the boundary into the dream blackness closed over him.

Inlos wasn't worried. Darkness was his kingdom; something he understood. Nothing seen, everything imagined. He remembered one favorite prank on a man whose dreams were all light and color. All that was needed was a little darkness Simple. Elegant.

Final.

What he didn't understand was the fear. Inlos looked around. Something different...

Nonsense, of course, but there it was. There was no welcome for him here, no quiet revelation of the best places to watch and wait. He saw nothing. He heard nothing. And nothing was all that greeted him.

Cowardly Joslyn won't come here, not into the dark. Perhaps... a little more light?

NO THANK YOU.

Inlos went into a fighter's crouch, denials bursting in his mind. My thoughts were closed. No one could hear...

NO ONE?

The dreamer.

Inlos was discovered. He knew what that meant—Joslyn had stropped the lesson to razor's edge and made him feel it. There was nothing he could do now but get away. So strange that escape was the one thing he wouldn't do.

Ran too much tonight. Tired of running.

I KNOW WHAT WEARINESS IS. REST HERE, IF YOU LIKE.

Inlos didn't listen to the voice; it was a lie. No one gave anything. Especially not kindness. Inlos had seen the heart of every kind of dream, and one was much like another. Inlos fell into a pattern he knew well; he became the hound. It was easy; it had always been easy. Find the story and you find the dreamer. But someone else owned this cold, aloof darkness, it revealed no one, it gave up nothing.

Nothing...

TRUE. AND ISN'T IT LOVELY?

"Damn you!"

Inlos tore a piece of darkness, made it into light. Just a tiny gleam, no more. It was too much. Inlos saw the dreamer's face. It was just like in the paintings, and the statues. All the images of the great Adversary.

I know you...

THAT IS UNFORTUNATE.

Someone snuffed the light, and once more Inlos struggled with the darkness.

Darkness won.

*

The increasing cold stole time away like an hourglass filled with snowflakes. Joslyn tried to make sense of what she saw there, but distance blinded her.

Must get a closer look.

Joslyn became a shadow. She hid in a cloak of darkness and crept forward to become one more minion of the patchwork god. Up close it was easy to see why the construct was so crude: it was made of dreams. Joslyn saw one flowing into the next, saw the part each played. Some did not fit well.

Were the others made this way? She had a quick vision of Tagramon eternal, building gods and goddesses one by one. She shook her head. Nonsense. Joslyn thought of the grace and beauty she had seen in the other dreams. There was change, yes, but not conflict. What took shape here was like a child copying a fine statue with clay made from mud and oil. It did not accept its form graciously; it struggled. Joslyn slowly realized that it wasn't made of dreams at all.

It was made of dreamers.

Sweet Somna... She touched one of the pieces, saw an outline of the man trapped inside. And do you dream of being part of a god? Joslyn didn't really need that particular answer; there was another that interested her more. She even had an idea of where to look. Joslyn gathered her darkness and went to the very top, a beacon surrounded by flitting shadows. One dreamer, one very powerful dream that formed the capstone and held all the pieces together. Joslyn didn't know his name; she knew his face.

"Hello, Ghost."

For a long moment Joslyn looked at what she had come so far to find; she didn't see the shadows stop their random circuits around the dream. They ringed the head very closely; that was when Joslyn noticed them, and noticed she was the only shadow not with them. One flowed forward as if fleeing the setting sun. Joslyn moved back. How did they—

Of course. She had spoken aloud. Silly me.

The lead shadow howled, but Joslyn was already away, her shadow-cloak discarded. She couldn't resist one mocking smile at the stunned Dream Master as she flashed away and out of the dream like a shooting star. The nightstage appeared and drowned whatever Tagramon had shouted at her as she left the dream. That was all right; his curse was easily imagined, and done better in the bargain. Joslyn laughed with mad joy, but she didn't fail to search out the dreams she passed in her flight, measuring, considering. She heard the beginnings of pursuit. She knew there was no escape; memory taught her that. Only one thing to do, one thing to search for. She found it huddled among all the grand dreams like a lost child. One small, nearly invisible dream.

There had to be one like you, she thought. Who else is hiding here?

Joslyn found the answer sitting on a rickety throne. The woman's skin was pale but marked with fine dark streaks like one of the ruined statues on the streets of Darsa: raiments shattered, face weathered away. Joslyn did not know her, apparently few others did in all the world did. They barely remember her at all.

The cold crept up Joslyn's legs and arms; her feet were growing numb. Joslyn could almost feel the icy spray on her skin, and, after so much time spent sorting out meanings, she could not help understanding this one. I hope I—she --, doesn't drown before telling him. We all deserve that little triumph... Joslyn shivered. Not much longer. Her movement was no louder than a whisper, but the dream was small.

WHO'S THERE?

The dying goddess had no eyes, but still she tried to see. Joslyn saw a little more of the dream fade, watched the enthroned form grow a little less distinct. Even a dream of a goddess can be troubled. It was a little revelation, but Joslyn was grateful. She decided to answer. "My name is Joslyn. Forgive me for disturbing you."

The fading one's laugh was like dry leaves blowing over stone. EVEN THAT TAKES POWER OF A SORT.

Joslyn didn't know what to say, but she did feel the need to say something. "I'm sorry."

Blind eyes, searching. COME CLOSER, GIRL.

Joslyn wasn't past caution, but she knew the truth of what the goddess said—there was no power here, for good or ill. She stepped closer, let the goddess' hand find hers. Her grip wasn't so much weak as just barely present, like trying to touch a phantom.

DO YOU KNOW MY NAME?

If there were a lie that would have served, Joslyn would have used it then. "No," she said.

The seated figure released her hand, slumping back as if she would become one with the stone. NEITHER DO I.

Joslyn heard the shadows outside the dream; there was no time to hesitate, no time to consider what she was doing. Joslyn stepped up on the dais and slipped into the throne, into the appearance of the goddess like someone putting on a robe. Joslyn had no impression of another presence at all, no sense of sharing. A dark shape poked its snout into the dream, snuffled the air, and withdrew as quickly. Joslyn stepped out of her disguise. She started to apologize but there was no one to hear. All that remained of the goddess was Joslyn's borrowed raiment, lying empty on the throne. A mist gathered around the dais, with wispy tendrils that groped blindly over the empty robes.

Joslyn wondered how many were left to dream this particular dream. Not enough, she knew. So few that, when Joslyn learned how little remained behind the empty face, there wasn't enough power left in the dream to overcome the weight of her knowing. The mist fell away, sinking into nothing, and the throne itself began to fade. Joslyn shivered again. And again.

Cold!

The entire dream turned to ice and shattered.

*

Joslyn came up gasping. She flailed through the confusion of waking, pulled enough sense out of the chaos to grab onto the gunwale and hold on while an ebbing wave tried to carry her off into darkness.

"Ghost, where—?" The wind snatched her words away; the sea strained to take the rest. "Ghost!"

Suddenly she was being pulled in another direction, and she clutched the gunwale for all she was worth.

"Joslyn, let go!"

Surprised, Joslyn did let go. Strong arms pulled her out of the cold waters that swirled and rushed through all the broken places in the ship. Ghost half-led, half-dragged her over the shattered planking toward the stern. The ruined vessel started to sink bow first. Joslyn could barely make out the dim shoreline some thirty yards away.

Come on!" Ghost pushed her toward the gunwale.

Joslyn hung back. "Ghost, I can't swim!"

He shook his head. "From here on we walk."

For one horrid moment Joslyn thought Ghost was going to use his power, but when they stepped over the side Joslyn realized what he meant. The ship had broken its back on a narrow spine of stone well out from the beach, but the water barely reached past Joslyn's shoulders and the rocks themselves gave some shelter from the worst of the waves. The boat wasn't so lucky; when the bow grounded the rest of the ship settled stern high on the rock and the waves began to pound it like white fists. Ghost and Joslyn finally reached the shore and glanced back just in time to see the last of it breaking up.

"Nothing I could do," said Ghost, "I barely managed to avoid the rocks farther out. We're lucky to be alive... I guess."

Joslyn saw how Ghost was looking at her, but she still didn't know the answer to that question.

"What about the Enders?"

There was a glimmer of humor in Ghost's voice. "They'll be along soon—" For an instant the boom of wood on stone was even louder than the storm. The shouts and screams were fainter. Ghost shook his head. "They made it closer to shore than I hoped. Some will reach it."

Joslyn still clutched her sodden blanket and Ghost carried his pack, but the sea had the rest, including Joslyn's arbalest. "We'd better not be here when they come," she said.

They took what they had salvaged and started inland. The earth rose sharply from the beach, and the stones didn't end at the sea. Ghost and Joslyn moved through rough terrain, with slippery granite defiles and stones that turned underfoot. Joslyn's sleep had nothing to do with rest; every step she took now was a victory of will. She saved her breath for walking, and Ghost asked no questions. The roar of the ocean faded and was lost in the rain and wind. It had been like a whip driving her on, and without its goad Joslyn felt herself losing the fight. "... have to rest."

Ghost nodded. "I've been considering it myself."

Joslyn reminded herself that she hadn't been the only one fighting battles tonight. "Sorry."

They found a shallow cave among the hills, the entrance sheltered by a flat overhang of sandstone. It wasn't very warm, but it was dry. Joslyn tried to wring out her blanket while Ghost gathered some sticks and leaves he found near the entrance, debris from the wizened little bushes that clung to the face of the rock. When he had a respectable pile he rummaged through the pack. His hand came up empty. "Flint was in the other one," he sighed.

"Damn." Joslyn could no longer tell when one shiver started and the other ended. She watched, eyes dull with fatigue and cold, while Ghost sharpened one end of a slim, straight twig and placed it upright on a piece of dry log. "What's that for?"

"Read about this in a woodcraft treatise... at least I must have. Always wondered if it would work."

He rubbed his hands together as if trying to warm them, and the twig spun rapidly back and forth. Soon a wisp of smoke curled up from the point, a spark jumped. Ghost piled dry leaves on the log and began to blow, cheeks puffing like a bellows. In time he had a small fire going.

Joslyn leaned close, rubbing her numb fingers. Another mystery solved, she thought glumly. Oh, happy day... "I found you," she said.

Ghost didn't look up from the fire. "I rather thought so."

Joslyn waited, but he didn't say anything else. "Aren't you the least bit curious?"

"Yes," Ghost said, "and I think I should be pleased. But you obviously are not, and I'm afraid I've rather gotten used to feeling the world through you."

Joslyn smiled, but that wasn't enough. She put her head down on her knees and she laughed. Ghost looked bewildered and she laughed harder still.

"Sorry," she managed, finally, "but it was just so fitting. Of course you use human eyes to see the world, dear Ghost—how else is a god to manage?"

*

At the time, young Wessys didn't think the Enders asked very much. Surrender "the things of this world" they said. Fine. It's not as if he had so much to forsake. Only they didn't tell him "the thing's of this world" included food and shelter. And warmth. Wessys missed that most of all.

The rain ended some time ago, but the wind still blew fiercely. He found another piece of wreckage washed up on the beach: a section of mast, frayed lines still attached. Perhaps it belonged to the boat they had hounded onto the rocks; it was hard to tell. Past a certain size, the wrack of one ship looked pretty much like another. And there were three, all together.

Not counting the one that sank...

Wessys made his way back up the beach to where his ten surviving companions took shelter. He found them huddled behind the lee of a large boulder. Cali still tried to start a fire with wet sticks and sea-grass; the rest huddled in their robes, watching with some interest but not much hope.

Wessys looked around, his apprehension growing. "Where's the Master?"

A young, freckle-faced brother glanced up. "He is seeking guidance."

Wessys felt a twinge of unease. "You mean a vision, don't you?"

The boy nodded. "But after what happened tonight, perhaps... perhaps Malitus has forsaken us."

That would be blessing indeed...

Wessys was ashamed of the thought but there wasn't a lot he could do, it being the nature of thoughts to come and go, asking neither leave nor pardon. Words were much easier to manage.

"Never," he said.

He joined his brother acolytes by the still-born fire. Weariness was no match for the wet and cold; there was little sleep to be had that night. They watched Cali struggle with sodden tinder for what seemed hours; then Wessys had a try, then all the others. It became something of a game after a bit. Dawn and Master Ligen found them still at it, and Wessys couldn't decide which of them hurt his eyes the most.

Ligen beamed blindingly. "My prayers were answered."

Wessys, ambushed by another thought, smiled too.

Mine weren't.




 
  



Chapter 17—Deverea's Gift, Daycia's Price
 

 Joslyn lay flat on the ledge, hardly daring to breathe. The Enders were no more than a bowshot away, marching through the valley in military order. She had no illusions about what would happen if she was seen, but still she had to look, had to know what was happening.

What was happening didn't make a lot of sense.

She watched the Enders marching to a quick-time step like children playing soldiers. The line was ragged but cohesive; the marchers looked neither right nor left as they followed a tall priest.

"Lovely day."

Joslyn didn't scream; it was more of a squeak. Ghost stood, his full height broadside to the sun. "Ghost, get down! If they look up here..."

"It would be amazing. First, the rain would have covered our tracks, so we're dead as far as they know. Second, they aren't paying attention anyway."

He was right—whatever the Enders were up to, they were not searching. But Joslyn didn't take her eyes off the black line until it disappeared from sight to the east. Ghost went back into the cave and came out with their few belongings.

"Let's go."

Ghost started down the slope and Joslyn fell into step behind him. They followed where the valley carried them for a bit, but at the juncture of two mountains Ghost chose a northward path. Joslyn didn't ask where he was going; she didn't think it mattered.

After a while Ghost said, "I slept. Did you?"

Joslyn shook her head. "I needed rest," she said, "not sleep."

"You'll need both again soon enough."

Joslyn smiled. "Practicing omniscience?"

Ghost stopped. Joslyn nearly ran into him. "Did you or did you not solve the 'Riddle of the Gods' last night?"

Joslyn thought about it. "I believe I did."

"Then you should know I'm no god," he said, moving on. He added over his shoulder, "Whatever I am."

"You're a man with no Nightsoul."

"Certainly. And thanks to you I know whom to blame. I'm grateful. I still don't know how my Nightsoul was taken, or why. And I especially don't know what makes me—incomplete—so dangerous."

Joslyn kept her silence for a long time. "Ghost, if you have an Imperial tucked away in that dirty robe of yours, hand it over."

Ghost shrugged and obeyed; Joslyn tucked the coin into her belt. "I gave you the dream for nothing, Ghost. Or as much as you stayed awake to hear. But tradition demands payment for what comes now. Are you ready for your augury?"

"My—?" Ghost stopped again, but Joslyn was a little quicker this time; there were no collisions. Ghost managed two expressions at once: suspicion and hope. "If you know the answers, tell me."

"Ask me."

"All right: why?"

"Why create a god? Why control all that power?"

Ghost looked properly chastised. "All right—How?"

"Nightsouls can be held; I've done it myself. And I know what a skilled dreamer can do to those who cannot master their own dreams. Tagramon needed an adept to control the other Nightsouls he stole, to direct their dreams. His slot-stick god needed a "head." That's you... your Nightsoul, rather. How he mastered your Nightsoul I don't know, but I imagine it was no different than what he used to capture the others. Those shadow-creatures he nearly caught me with back in Ly Ossia."

They were coming to a break in the hills. Ghost and Joslyn stood on a high ridge, and Ghost took a deep breath and asked the last question. "What?"

Joslyn smiled. "Ghost, look around you. What do you see?"

A shadowed green forest met the hills to the west. To the north and northeast was the beginnings of a wide flat plain. Ghost frowned, and for a moment Joslyn was afraid he didn't understand. After a moment Ghost smiled, too. "A dream."

"Blessed Somna... yes, Ghost: a dream. Somna's dream. But we tend to forget that, in its way, Somna's dream is just like the dreams I find on the Nightstage. And when I enter a dream that isn't mine, the only thing that never changes is this: I don't belong. I can control dreams, Ghost, but it's not a simple matter. I trouble them. If I'm not careful I end them. So do you."

"Don't belong? How—" Ghost blinked. Joslyn waited. "My Nightsoul," he said, finally.

Joslyn nodded. "The Nightsoul, the 'shining thread', the one and only true link to Somna. I rather thought you'd see that—it's in all the catechisms. I wonder if it's possible that the Daysoul is just a dream image created by the Nightsoul. When it dies the Nightsoul remains... or at least it can be held. Sometimes I think the Nightsoul is the only part of us that is truly real."

Ghost looked as if he'd tried to walk through a wall. "Could it really be that simple...?"

He'd asked the question aloud, but Joslyn knew he didn't need the answer. She thought of the dying goddess and gave it anyway. "Yes, Ghost. It damn well could."

They didn't leave the ridge right away; Ghost followed as it turned north behind the first line of trees. The way was narrow and chancy. After a third stumble, somewhat more painful than the first two, Joslyn had a question of her own. "Is there a reason we're going this way?"

"Because he... I... oh, damn it all! We have friends this way."

"Friends..?" Joslyn had no sooner absorbed that when the second implication hit her. Joslyn savored a very vivid and compelling impulse, but she'd already had the chance and passed, and her crossbow was driftwood by now anyway. "You mean you know where we are?!"

"Never said I didn't. And you didn't ask, so keep your anger. I've got some of my own working and you'll just spoil it."

Joslyn subsided. "All right. Where are we?"

"Trecastyn."

It took a moment, but Joslyn did remember the name. And after three days march from the sea, they found sails again.

*

Belor used his finger to trace the words in his book. The lettering was tight and fluid; in a poor light it was possible to misread them. His curtains were open now; the harsh morning light left no ambiguities.

"Gambling is a sin."

Belor wasn't surprised to find it written there—he'd collected the sins himself, all entered by hand in the thick bound ledger.

Add up all the petty taboos of all the petty gods and there isn't a breath taken that doesn't offend someone. That was a pleasant thought, and in his time Belor had learned to take comfort where he found it. Sin was inevitable; the only thing that mattered was to make it count. And so twenty years of work and planning came down to one throw.

If I misread the signs...

He didn't finish the thought; it served no purpose. All his plans were coming together, forces set in motion, risks taken. The thing was done. And, win or lose, so was he. Belor allowed his attention to wander within his collection. After a while he even smiled. Dislak of the Lost Time says it's a sin to wait. Penance must be thriving --

"Belor!"

The shout was nearly at the door. The high priest shoved the book under his coverlet and got to his feet just as the door nearly burst off its hinges. Tagramon stood gasping in the doorway.

He was on fire. Smoke curled away in wisps from the Dream Master's charred right sleeve; sparks were born and died there.

Belor got a better look, and changed his mind. He is fire.

"What's happening to me?!"

The high priest rushed forward, treated himself to a little pain when he took Tagramon's hand. "Nothing more than was to be expected, Master. It has begun! Do you feel pain?"

"No..."

"Good." Belor's voice was another firm touch, another slow caress. "The god is waking. You feel the link, Master; that's all it is..."

Tagramon looked down at his smoking hand; Belor saw the struggle for calm and control on the Dream Master's face.

One thing to plan, quite another to do, Belor thought, you never understood that.

Belor noticed the faint glory around the Dream Master's head. A start. Yes, very definitely a start.

I sinned well.

*

Joslyn awoke to voices outside the tent. Strange, after so long traveling with Ghost, she had come to expect silence. She didn't miss it. Joslyn stretched slowly and allowed herself a smile. She'd forgotten how restful dreams could be.

"Ama'te neea, Jooslan?"

The voice came from outside; Joslyn didn't understand the words, but a pleasant scent came with the voice and she understood that well enough.

Breakfast.

Joslyn's tattered clothes were missing. She found new ones carefully arranged by her cot: loose-fitting breeks like those all the Windfolk wore, soft leather boots, and a tunic that seemed to be woven of blue sky and clouds. She put them on and came out into the sunlight.

A tall man of strong middle age stood by the fire. Caelo. Joslyn had learned little more of his friendship with Ghost except that it was very old and strong. Caelo had read the change in Ghost; Joslyn was sure of it, but if any explanations were offered or accepted she didn't know about it.

Joslyn had met too many people the day before; his was the only name she remembered. He smiled and motioned for her to sit with the others. The members of his immediate household were all different and all very much alike, with fair hair and sun-darkened skins, and they smiled easily and often. The oldest boy shyly made room for her while the three girls giggled and whispered to one another.

Caelo handed her a trencher filled with small meal cakes and steaming baked apples; the smell was intoxicating. She used the one phrase she'd learned so far.

"Ilsaes, Caelo col."

It was supposed to be a thank-you, and for all she knew, it was. At least no one seemed offended. The children did giggle a little louder. Caelo gave them a stern look and they gave back innocence, then another giggle when his back was turned.

Joslyn concentrated on wolfing the food down without being too obvious about it. The girls nudged each other and whispered. Joslyn didn't mind but she did feel strange, and a little lost, and she wished she knew what they were saying.

If Ghost were here he could tell me... Suddenly Joslyn wasn't quite so hungry. She forced herself to finish the meal, though fear was claiming most of the room in her stomach. The younger children gathered the empty trenchers and bowls and hurried off toward a nearby stream, and Joslyn asked the question. "Ghost..?"

Caelo didn't understand, and after a minute Joslyn remembered another name, the one Caelo had used to greet Ghost when they were brought to his camp. Joslyn had all but squealed in her excitement before discovering it was a sobriquet, not Ghost's true name at all. Use-names were common among the Windfolk, as they were among the thieves of Ly Ossia. Joslyn felt a little guilty at the comparison.

"Sessis?"

Caelo said a word Joslyn didn't understand and spread his arms wide. Joslyn frowned. Caelo sighed and, after a quick search, picked up a pebble of rosy quartz. He held it in his open palm so she could see, then, almost quicker than Joslyn could follow, he flicked his wrist and the pebble disappeared. He repeated the word, slowly and distinctly. "Tolg."

This time Joslyn understood. Gone. Joslyn took a deep breath and turned another name into a question. She tried hard to get the inflections right and keep the proper roll of the tongue, and this time Caelo nodded and motioned for her to follow him. They walked along the edge of the forest; the encampments didn't go very far into the woods; most were just deep enough to hide the windships among leaves and tree-shadow. They passed several pairs of armed sentinels like those Joslyn and Ghost had met the morning before. They all smiled and waved now, but Joslyn remembered a very tense moment that first day before Ghost spoke to them in their own language and they heard Caelo's name.

They came to a place where three windships were hidden and turned deeper into the woods, and just beyond the first line of trees they entered a long meadow and felt the sun again. Joslyn heard the sound of wheels, then laughter. Two windships, smaller than Joslyn had ever seen, came whizzing over a small rise in the meadow to land several paces beyond with separate creaking jolts. A boy and a girl flashed smiles of excitement at Caelo and Joslyn as they shot past.

Children.

Caelo shouted something after them. The dark-haired girl waved over her shoulder and made a long, languid turn toward the far side of the meadow. The boy fell in behind her, and they disappeared where the meadow sloped down toward the trees.

I think we're being announced.

The encampment began within the second line of trees. It was big, bigger even than the family and allied groups that surrounded Caelo's household. A cluster of larger tents marked the center. They were a muted green to blend into the forest; the rainbow sails were packed away.

You're more than you seemed. I hope one day to meet someone who isn't.

She was waiting for them seated cross-legged on a horsehair rug. A copper kettle whispered on a small fire nearby and Joslyn caught the earthy aroma of rennet tea. Three empty cups were waiting. "Rather thought you'd get around to me, sooner or later."

Joslyn smiled. "Hello, Deverea."

*

The two Watchers the Enders met by the rubble of the north gate took their duties too seriously; they had to be killed.

Wessys looked about him in amazement. Was I the only one who didn't enjoy that?

It seemed so; most of the acolytes in his cell—brigade, rather, by Master Ligen's order—were talking and laughing now that they were clear of the city, reliving every twitch, every twist of the knife. Wessys's stomach still bubbled like an alchemist's kettle; a burning at the back of his throat would not go away.

He wasn't angry anymore.

Not that he ever had anything against the Watchers—they didn't kill his parents. And he couldn't very well blame the sea or the storm. His family lived well on the sea, and his father's fishing boat had weathered worse storms. There was no reason that his mother and father should have sailed together that day and no reason for the storm to brew then or the boat to fail. Except that it was Somna's will. So there was the rightful target of his anger; The Dreamer took what he loved; he would help take her dream. It seemed fair.

But it was one thing to slay the dream at a stroke, quite another to feed it with little deaths and laugh at every choking swallow. Only his anger had allowed him to do what the priests expected of him; now that well was dry. Wessys still had trouble accepting that. He had thought his grief and anger bottomless. He was wrong, and that opened other unpleasant possibilities.

Did anyone feel sorrow? Anyone at all?

No answer. Wessys kept looking and the Army of Malitus kept marching. It grew as other ragged columns freed themselves from Darsa with their own means and joined the rest.

They always kept the cells apart. I never knew there were so many...

Someone began to sing a hymn to Malitus. One by one the others in the column took up the tune until Wessys's silence was uncomfortably loud. Reluctantly, he began to sing.

*

Caelo did most of the talking and only Deverea was still listening. Joslyn heard several references to 'tolg' and 'Sessis' and 'Jooslan', but otherwise she had pretty much worked it out for herself. She concentrated on the tea, and she waited.

Deverea finally spoke to her. "Ghost is gone, and he isn't coming back, at least not soon. Is that what you wanted to know?"

Joslyn shook her head. "I knew that already. I want to know where he's gone."

"He didn't say. He did ask Caelo to take you under protection. You're more than welcome to stay with him," she said, "or with me. But you won't do either, will you?"

Joslyn sipped her tea. "Are you so sure?"

Deverea laughed. "So sure. You're tempted, bless you, and that's gratitude enough. But, whatever there was between you and Ghost, I sense something unfinished. Am I wrong?"

"No. Deverea, it's very important that I find him. I think I know where he's going, but time is short and I have to be sure. Did he say anything else?"

Deverea spoke to Caelo again, who for a while had been sitting with a polite but puzzled look on his face. Deverea nodded and turned back to Joslyn. "There was something else, only Ghost made him promise not to tell you for three days."

Joslyn's jaw dropped and she stood upright. "Three..! Deverea, is there anything, anything at all we can do to persuade Caelo to tell me now?"

"Not a blessed thing," Deverea said cheerfully. "He's given his word; you couldn't torture it out of him." Joslyn didn't understand what she was smiling about until Deverea went on. "I'll just have to tell you myself."

Joslyn felt a little dizzy. "You didn't say Ghost spoke to you!"

"Because he didn't; you're still thinking like a city girl, Joslyn. Caelo told me because he didn't promise not to. I'm telling you because I likewise made no promise. You get your message and no one loses honor."

"I should stay here," Joslyn muttered. "There's much to learn... All right, Deverea, what did he say?"

"'Thank you for the dream.' Does that mean anything to you?"

"I'm afraid so..."

It means I'm an idiot.

Ghost had few emotions and only one motivation—to recover his Nightsoul. He was going back to Ly Ossia, into the very maw of the beast. Or rather the Dream Master, which was much the same. Madness, but Joslyn considered no other possibilities. There were none. She sat back down. "Deverea, you have to help me."

The Windfolk matriarch smiled a sweet little smile. "Grow older, probably, and eventually die—certainly. Those are the only two things I have to do, Girl."

"Then will you help me?"

Deverea poured another cup of tea. "Probably," she said.

*

The fear can be beaten.

Joslyn had suspected as much, especially after being trapped in the mad girl's dream. The proof was rather sweet, but it wasn't enough.

I can't catch him.

Night was closing in; the breeze from the west, never very strong, barely stirred the spidery mastlines now. She finished securing the small windship as, for the second time in as many days, Joslyn translated the feeble wind and her pace into time, and the answer was the same.

It was almost a relief. She had meant to stop Ghost, but she still didn't know how. She had no plan, no alternative. If she caught up with Ghost and persuaded him to turn back, then what? They remained on the run, and Tagramon would work undisturbed on his patchwork god. Joslyn couldn't judge the effect of one more deity on the crowded Mythstage, but she did know that Ghost's soul would be lost forever, and Ghost free in the world was an effect too easy to judge.

Ghost will destroy the dream, sooner or later. He knows that as well as I do.

It was like looking for a caterpillar hidden on a twig. Slowly, carefully, she reached out and pulled the leaves aside, one by one, to get to the prize. Simple really, once she stopped long enough to consider. Ghost did know, had known since the beginning, that he had only two choices: recover his Nightsoul or die. And Ly Ossia was a long way to go to commit suicide.

Could it be..? She held her breath, afraid to move lest she frighten the thought away. Joslyn had learned to mistrust hope long ago, but she had not learned to ignore it. That seemed to be a serious oversight just then, because this hope was based on one slim possibility—that Ghost might know what he was doing.

Joslyn shook her head in disgust. A drowning fly wouldn't grasp at that straw. Blessed Somna, when you dreamed me were you really trying?

The night closed in around her little blasphemy; soon the windship's mast was a dark shadow across the stars. Joslyn reached under the bow decking and pulled out a blanket and thick, quilted pallet. She found a soft patch of grass and slowly made her bed, trying all the while to think of a better reason for what she meant to do. She lay down, finally.

No luck.

It was a cloudless night; stars spread out over a black sky like a thousand little dreams. Joslyn saw them there and it finally came to her. Not a reason, exactly. Just a better excuse.

The Dream Master owes many debts, Ghost. Did you really think you would collect alone?

*

The Darsan Nightstage was an echo of the sky over the Grass Sea: the dreams, like stars, were small and cold and distant; the gaps between them were full of darkness. Joslyn found the edges where the hard little dreams began and quickly made a circuit of the boundary. It was hard to put anything in its place with only the pattern of dreams to go by, but she finally settled on the place where the little sparks of light were thickest.

The market.

Joslyn made her best guess and faced south, aligning herself with the sea before she began to dream. She conjured her memories there—her time with Ghost and later with Kessa in the marketplace. The memory came out in a riot of faces, sounds and smells; for an instant Joslyn was nearly swept away. She recovered and cleared herself a small patch of order within the confusion. Outside, the images boiled around her in maddened swirls. Joslyn shook her head. I'll need a guide.

Joslyn created what she needed out of the dream and Kessa's image stood beside her in the eye of the storm.

"Take me to the Temple."

The phantom took Joslyn's hand and led her into the maelstrom. Order followed them as Joslyn retraced every step of the way to the ruined temple: along dismal streets, through the gap in the courtyard wall, down the ramp and into the shattered foundations. She followed the memory into the heart of the broken temple and stopped there. Its task complete, Kessa's image began to waver.

"Thank you," Joslyn said. Dismissed, Kessa and the dream faded together. Joslyn stood in a place emptier than most, even in Darsa. She saw few dreams, only one whose size and intensity looked familiar. Joslyn glanced inside.

Tolas.

Joslyn was at the old temple's Nightstage, but she didn't waste time searching any of the other dreams; she created another one of her own, one that grew and strengthened until it covered the temple and swallowed everything there. Joslyn held all the other dreams nestled within her own and settled down to wait.

Joslyn's dream would not remain idle; images formed, moved, faded only to reform again. Scenes played themselves out in fragments, the players like clock-work figures running down. Joslyn tried to keep her mind tightly focused. She couldn't do it. Her freedom was rain on fertile ground; something would grow there.

Too important to be left to chance.

Joslyn summoned the players herself: first Tolas, his cynical smile shining in the muted light. Next Kessa, armed with every weapon except the one that could help. Meleay and her messy child nestled in a cocoon of feigned madness.

And that left Daycia. Joslyn beckoned her shadow out of the mists on the edge of her dream, cloaked her in form and feature. Welcome. And now... Joslyn put the characters in their places. All except Daycia. Daycia hesitated in that instant when Joslyn imposed her own order on the dream. It was enough. Joslyn removed the rest of the mannikin players and stripped Daycia's cloak away, leaving --

"Daycia. Welcome."

Daycia stood, caught in the glare of the dream. Joslyn saw the urge to flee strong in the woman's face. She also saw it defeated. Daycia slowly relaxed. "Damn you," she said.

"The player always knows her part," Joslyn said, "but I was careless. You nearly made it past me."

"I nearly killed you, too," Daycia said, "when I had the power. One does regret lost chances."

Joslyn watched Daycia's hands open and close slowly. She chose her words with care. "You've kept a group of Dreamers hidden here for better than fifteen years... no, don't bother denying it. All I want to know is this: why?"

Daycia's expression was pure amazement. "Why? To survive, girl! Meleay was barely in her Initiate's's robes; Musa and I were the only two from the higher circle to escape. How long do you think Tagramon would let us live if he knew? Musa chose her hiding place and I chose mine. We've done what training we could to keep the spark alive and that's the beginning and end of it."

"Really? Ghost and I were a danger to you from the first. Why honor Musa's letter at all?"

Daycia shrugged. "For friendship, for what had been... for being a fool. And we've paid, Joslyn. Dearly. When you were baiting your little trap, did you happen to see Kessa?"

Joslyn let the dream end; Daycia stood with her on the Nightstage. Joslyn found Tolas's dream again, and one or two others. No Kessa. Joslyn kept a rein on her fear. "What happened?"

"A stranger woke in her bed. One that looks like her and speaks with her voice and is nothing that Kessa was. She's like Ghost now—your legacy, Joslyn. Our reward."

Joslyn shook her head. "Tagramon," she said. "Finishing his harvest."

Now Daycia looked uncertain. "What are you talking about?" Joslyn told Daycia of her quest into deeper dream, what she found there and what she thought it meant. What she wanted from Daycia. Daycia listened, and when the story was done, she said. "Assuming I believe any of this, you're asking us to destroy ourselves."

Joslyn shook her head. "To take a chance that could restore the Temple." When Daycia's expression didn't change, Joslyn added, "And Kessa." It wasn't much—a flicker of pain quickly gone. She does care about something... as do I. Forgive me, Kessa, but I'll have to use that.

"We can't fight a god!"

"Did I ask you to? Just clear the way," Joslyn said, "If you can keep Tagramon's Dreamers from interfering I'll do the rest. Otherwise Kessa has no hope and neither does the rest of the world."

Daycia sat down in the mist; Joslyn watched her weigh the matter; she could almost hear the scales turn in her head. "And if we fail, Kessa is lost anyway and our enclave revealed."

Joslyn sat down beside her. "If we fail the world ends."

"You believe that, don't you? What if you're wrong?"

"Then Tagramon keeps a pet god on a leash and how long do you think you could hide then?"

Daycia looked at her. "Either way I may see you humbled."

Joslyn nodded to herself. There's Daycia's price met—an excuse to do something foolish. I pray the next recruit comes to terms as easily.

*

The speeches were finally done; Wessys had stopped listening when the message began to repeat, each priest taking the bare bones of Master Ligen's visionary dream and fleshing it with his own ponderous eloquence. Master Ligen moved through the Ender camp, and Wessys could not remember when he had seen the Brother of the Order so happy.

Their camp was within sight of the walls of Ly Ossia. Wessys was still weak with fatigue from the forced march, his belly empty. Supplies had been gathered hastily before their march from Darsa, and now food was scarce and water rationed. None of that mattered according to Master Ligen. Malitus had decreed that the City of the Temple of Somna would fall, and fall it would. In the morning their struggle would be over. Within the Ender camp eager acolytes sharpened their knives one last time; some still sang the hymns of the march. Wessys looked across the plain to a wall where the setting sun gleamed on helms and the points of long spears. The Dream will defend itself tomorrow. Has that occurred to anyone yet?

Wessys shook his head and looked to his own knife, and when the songs finally grew large enough to surround him, he joined them. His doubts he pushed aside, for when he looked around the perimeter at the narrowly spaced sentinels, he had at least one certainty to hold against it:

No way out.

*

It wasn't the first time Ghost had smiled at his own stupidity; he knew it might be the last.

The wall had been repaired.

Ghost touched the warm stone, still giving off warmth borrowed from the day. The crack had been filled with a mixture of mortar and rubble, the outer layer sealed with cut and fit stones. It was a good, craftsman-like job, and Ghost appreciated that. If something meant his death, then that something could at least manage a little elegance. It didn't seem so much to ask.

I do wish I'd considered this.

He kept close to the wall, out of sight. That had been easy enough so far, with the Watchers' attention on the Ender army. The only question now was whether the Watchers or the Enders would have the pleasure of killing him in the morning. He didn't consider slipping away; there was nowhere he could go where the Nothingness would not find him.

Joslyn kept it away, for a while. She even found my soul for me. I had no right to ask for more than that.

So he hadn't, and, what's more, he had left her in a safe haven—if there was such a place in all the Dream now. And he had no doubt that Joslyn was furious with him all the same. He didn't know why she should be; he did know that he liked the feeling. Still...

What to do?

He looked out over the plain; the sky still glowed where the Enders had torched some of the outlying farmnsteads. Other than opening the gates to the refugees, the Watchers had made no move to prevent the destruction. That didn't surprise Ghost. They were well-trained; they would keep back, judge the strengths of the attackers, and wait. Ghost had no illusions of slipping into the city in the confusion of battle; when the time came there wouldn't be any confusion.

The south gate was closest to the besiegers, more heavily guarded. Ghost moved as quickly as he dared eastward, the wall close to his left shoulder. The next gate—more like a heavy door—was away from the main routes, little more than an afterthought set beneath a dark watchtower. It was hard to see here; no light came from the tower, none reached there from the burning houses. Ghost closed his eyes for a moment and then looked again, but saw the same impossible thing.

The door was open.

It was just a crack; a hooded lantern behind the door made a small beacon. Ghost put his back to the wall and edged closer. The light rocked back and forth on the grass as if whoever held the lantern could not keep still. Ghost considered a use of Power—only for a moment—then he sighed and pulled the long knife Caelo had given to him. I just hope there aren't many of them, whoever they are.

Ghost hit the door in a near run, but the expected resistance wasn't there. He crashed inside and sprawled before a pair of thick, pale ankles.

"It's about time. I'd started to doubt you'd find this door before the Enders did."

The voice was heavy with sleep and fatigue, but there was no mistaking it.

"Musa!"

"Will you please shush? I bribed the guard to be blind only—deafness is extra." She shut the heavy door and bolted it. "Follow me."

Ghost picked himself up slowly, trying to regain his balance in all the areas he'd lost it. The fall was the least of them. "Where... where are we going?"

Musa didn't even look at him. She set off down a deserted alley with the wallowing gait of a freighter under full sail. "To the place you're destroying yourself and everyone else to reach, though Somna alone knows what you'll do when you get there. Joslyn was a little vague on that point."

Joslyn... Ghost felt he was losing ground. "She came to you?"

"Who else? But I've no one but myself to blame; I did goad the child. She needed it. Still, I do think her appearing as a harpy in the middle of my peaceful dream was rubbing in a bit of the salt, don't you?"

I think I'm definitely losing ground. Ghost took two long strides forward and grabbed Musa's arm. They both came to a jarring halt. "Musa, you can play the addled shopkeeper if you wish, but there are things I want to know; you're going to tell me."

Musa let out a long, gusting breath. "Very well. Joslyn told me you were coming, and then tossed me out of my own dream to greet you. I'll take credit for helping the child rediscover her power; her wisdom is as skewed as ever."

"She told you about Tagramon?"

"She did. Now answer me a question: do you know what it means?"

Ghost sighed. "I don't think as clearly as when I was a whole man, but yes, I believe so."

"I'm listening."

Ghost shook his head and started walking again, and now Musa puffed along in his wake. She couldn't quite reach him. "Damn it, Man! If I'm to be laid bare to the Dream Master with the rest, I want to know why!"

Ghost looked at her. "Do you really want to hear about the end of the world?"






  


Chapter 18—The Echo of Malitus
 

Tagramon was in the catacombs. He knew there was a reason; he just didn't know what it was. He stopped to light a pine torch with his hands; he cupped his palms around the blob of rosin at the tip and thought of heat. The torch sizzled and wisps of smoke rose into the chill damp air. He imagined fire and the torch ignited, pushing back the shadows.

This is power.

It was unforeseen.

There was much he still didn't understand—after solving the Riddle of the Gods the next step was logical, almost inevitable, but after that the consequences, the once-clear path became shadowed. I wanted to control a god, use its power for the good of the Dream. I never wanted to be one...

Belor said the link to the created god made the manifestation inevitable, but the idea still frightened him, but in the catacombs no one would see his fear. He hoped that wasn't why he was there.

So much better to wait on the battlements for the god to awaken within him; so much better to call lightning, fire—one or the other, he hadn't decided just yet—from the high places of the Temple to destroy the enemies of Somna and begin the great cleansing. Yes, that is what he would do. Soon. Very soon.

The Dream Master found a niche in one of the vaults, a place where the bones had shifted and left room for him. He sat down among the blessed dead and let his torch go out. In the complete darkness that came to him there he smiled.

Soon.

*

Another army advanced on Ly Ossia; an army of dreamers. Daycia's Dreamers. They were not many; Daycia's efforts in Darsa were mainly to keep the fire of the Old Temple smoldering, not start a flame that would be quickly spotted and doused. They were not many, but Daycia was their teacher. They kept to the mists, the unformed potential of the Nightstage. They hovered for a moment over the hard little visions of the Ender army, then flowed past and over them to the clustered dreams that marked the city. One by one they took shape within a hidden place where there were no dreams, and no one to dream them. They were joined there by a few, a very few, others. Musa's followers. Again, not many, but perhaps enough. Joslyn looked out into the lights that marked the Temple.

Daycia put her hands on her hips. "Now what?"

Before Joslyn could answer, another dreamer appeared. "I wonder about that myself," said the newcomer.

Joslyn didn't look at either of them. "I thought you had all the answers, Musa."

Musa shook her head. "Just the questions that you were too stubborn to ask. The possibilities. You were strong; you knew about the wall. And a barrier always suggests something beyond. But you were crippled. Not anymore. You've asked the questions and gathered what answers there are. So. Now what?"

"Did you do as I asked?"

"Ghost is in a good place to hide in wait. I'm in a good place to get my throat cut, since there wasn't time to get back to my own bed."

There aren't that many hours in the night. She turned to Daycia. "Whom did you send?"

"Meleay. She's my best."

"All right. Now we wait for her."

They didn't wait long. Meleay soon reappeared out of the mist. Her face was different. Joslyn saw none of the remembered madness; the young woman's good eye was clear, her expression that of focused purpose. "I counted thirty acolytes in dream. Three Temple Dreamer Nightsouls roaming free."

Joslyn considered. The acolytes would be difficult enough, but three free-roaming Nightsouls would require a special effort. She looked at her scout. "Meleay, out of all the sweet madness you made Ghost and me believe, how much was real?" Meleay understood instantly; Joslyn watched the slow change come to her face. "Lovely. Meleay, I'm going to show you another way to use that."

It wasn't much later that a new dream appeared on the Temple nightstage. It was big and bright and it drew the sentinel Nightsouls like a beacon. One by one they slipped inside. One by one they did not come out. Later, when Daycia's followers swarmed into the acolytes' dreams bringing with them the seeds of nightmare, there was no one to stop them.

*

Daycia paced like a caged cat. Joslyn sat cross-legged, half hidden in the mist. Musa dreamed herself a stool, but kept the dream tight and confined so as not to lose contact with the others. They all waited for the return of Daycia's small band. Musa spoke first.

"So much to do, Child. Where shall we begin?"

The old woman seemed almost eager. Joslyn's smile was partially for the idea of Musa as giddy as a new Initiate. Partially for Musa herself. Musa seemed to think that particular mask would hold up, and Joslyn thought that was a capital joke. "We have some time, Musa. I'm ready for your side of the story now."

Musa blinked. "I don't understand."

"Oh, yes you do." That was Daycia, who stopped pacing long enough to glare at them both. "I should have known you, Joslyn. There was something familiar about you but after so long I couldn't place it."

"And if you had you'd slit her throat for want of a better plan," Musa returned. "You were always the impulsive sort."

"And you move like a glacier, Somnal Dera. If we'd moved quicker when we had the chance—"

"—We'd have saved more lives early and lost them all late, Priestess. The only reason we weren't hunted with more enthusiasm is that so few escaped the razing of the Temple. No one considered us a threat!"

"And were we?" Daycia asked acidly.

Musa sighed. "No. At least, not just then."

Joslyn knew she was hearing the frayed thread of a very old debate. She also didn't care. Her mind was still playing with something Daycia said.

"Why should you know me, Daycia? We never met before Ghost and I came to Darsa."

"You were in Darsa a long time before that, Joslyn. I was there when you were born; I held your mother's hand near the end of her labor. On cold days my fingers still ache."

"And were you there, too, Musa?"

"Oh, yes. Did you think I'd miss the birth of my only grand-daughter?"

*

The horizon was masked by towered walls, but Ghost could still see the first tracings of orange in the eastern sky. The guard at the Temple's southern gate was still in place, and minute by minute the sky grew lighter.

Whatever Joslyn means to do, she'd better do it soon. That White Robe hasn't moved in hours—Too many hours. Ghost finally understood. He hasn't been relieved!

Ghost stepped out of concealment and strolled up to the guard. There was no challenge. Up close, Ghost could see the gentle rise and fall of the young man's chest, his slumped posture against the wall.

I'm a fool.

Ghost smiled to himself and stepped into the Temple. Inside, the evening tapers were still lit but burning low. He walked for some time before seeing anyone, then he rounded a corner and came face to face with an acolyte. Ghost took a fighter's grip on his small knife, but the youth merely gave him a vague look and stepped past. Ghost watched him shuffle down the hall to disappear in darkness when the farthest torch guttered out. Ghost recognized what was missing in the acolyte's blue eyes—the same thing gone from his own mirror. As he walked down the hall, Ghost met others with the same emptiness. He was in the novices' barracks now; Ghost saw doors left open, bedding strewn about. In one cell the acolyte still lay where he had been dumped, blinking at the ceiling. Farther ahead, in the priests' quarters, the story was the same. Ghost read the meaning of it, and he shook his head in amazement. You're more than you were, Joslyn. Somna help you.

The hall ended at a doorway; beyond it he could see steps leading down.

The way to the catacombs. I remember that--.

"The acolytes weren't attacked for a lark. I thought someone would be along."

Belor stood in the shadow behind the door. Ghost didn't see him till he spoke, but Ghost knew the voice. He also recognized the thing in his hands. It was smaller than the one Joslyn had lost on the ship, and the wood was stained dark to blend with darkness. The bolt was a barbed spike, like the one Ghost had seen before. Ghost felt the delicious excitement flowing through his veins. "One more riddle neatly disposed of—you killed the Watcher that night we escaped Ly Ossia. You, the right hand of the Dream Master. Why?"

The High Priest raised the arbalest till the bolt was on a line with Ghost's heart. "If I told you that in... say, five seconds I was going to pull this trigger, what would you do? Before you answer, consider this: the light is dim and I'm old and slow. I might miss; the bolt might be deflected. You might just make it to cover. Now I repeat the question: what would you do?"

Ghost returned Belor's questing gaze without blinking. "Nothing," he said. "I don't think you'll kill me—yet."

"If you know that, you know why I helped you," he said, disgusted. "Don't be stupid."

Ghost nodded, slowly. "You know what a threat I am to the Dream, simply by existing, and you revel in it. You know what will happen when Tagramon finishes the slotstick god and you revel in that, too. Killing me was possible but risky. With me free there were two chances to destroy the Dream bought with the same coin. You're a follower of Malitus."

 Belor shook his head. "You understand less than Tagramon. Fool, I am Malitus, at least where it counts. Not like Tagramon's crude work, mind. Merely a matter of finding the angry misfit souls willing to listen to 'The Echo of Malitus,' and dream a new god. Simple, really."

Ghost looked at him. "You sent the Enders after us on the Southern Sea to force a response from me that might have ended the Dream then and there. You caused the Enders to besiege the city."

The old man seemed pleased. "Of course. I've guided them from the beginning. Their attack tomorrow will provoke a response, and the fool Tagramon's ready to try out his new god in just such a demonstration of power. His debut, and the Dream's finale. I'm looking forward to it."

"Tagramon is the Dream Master. How can he not know what effect his creation will have?"

Belor chuckled. "'Dream Master?' He was a pathetic Initiate when I reshaped him to my use, a fool with more piety and good intentions than brains. He is nothing more than what I needed him to be."

"Musa was not so easily manipulated?"

Belor shrugged. "I would have worked through her, but she had too much will of her own to bend so easily to mine. Easier to start over with a new Dream Master."

Ghost nodded, intrigued despite himself. "I had wondered about that. The Emperor wanted Darsa, but he had no quarrel with the Temple at Darsa. The sack was your doing."

Belor fairly preened. "So you understand even that? I'm glad. It was easily arranged. Orders lost, orders forgotten in the heat of battle and the memories of nightmare. Creating confusion is simple. And so much the better for rebuilding later, with the Emperor himself doing penance to Somna."

"And the Enders?"

"Marvelous, aren't they? Who knows? In time they might actually have sickened the Dream to death all by themselves. But I couldn't wait that long. They are my trigger, now. They will attack the city tomorrow; to defend it Tagramon will summon his full power—"

Ghost laughed at him. There was surprise and wonder on Ghost's face as he made the unfamiliar sound, and the cool, sweet emotion closed over him as if he'd fallen from a desert into a clear river.

Belor's grip tightened on the arbalest. "Can't you even appreciate the magnificence of what I've done? What was Tagramon before he borrowed my strength and thought it his own? Who defeated the adepts guarding the Emperor and sent the omen dreams that gave Tagramon the Temple? I showed him the way to the gods!"

Ghost knew how close he was to dying; the idea wasn't so pleasant as it had been. And still the laughter was there. "Belor, who showed you? Did it come to you—perhaps—in a dream?"

It was as if Ghost had slapped him. Belor lost his composure for an instant, and in that instant he no longer seemed so aware of his weapon. It still pointed at Ghost, but the aim was no longer quite so specific. "Nonsense!"

Ghost's eyes were shining. "Can you tell? You, who speak of Tagramon's power and the creation of gods in the same breath? Any power the god will have is the sum of that of the souls you've stolen. And none of it belongs to Tagramon."

"They are linked—"

"How? How does Tagramon—awake—link to any dream but this one? What power held the Nightsouls captive? Tagramon couldn't be there all the time and neither could you. And don't speak to me of his minion 'shadows.' They are neither Nightsoul nor dream, and what they can do is not possible even for a Master Adept's creation. That's what I expected to find at the root of all this, but I was wrong. You're just another of Gahon's fools."

Belor spoke with the terrible calm of a storm's eye. "You're wrong."

And you're wounded; now I'm sure of my weapons... "There's an easy way to test it." Ghost took a single step forward.

"Stay back!" It sounded like a plea.

Ghost took another step. "It is a dilemma, isn't it? My Nightsoul is that of an adept; Tagramon holds its power under his direction, uses it to control the Nightsouls that make up the body of his hand made god. If I'm lying, or even if I'm merely wrong, you can't kill this body without breaking the one link that holds my Nightsoul to the dream. It escapes and the god disintegrates. But if I'm telling the truth you kill me and nothing changes, my soul remains held by the power that held it from the beginning. Not Tagramon. And not you. You win, Priest. But you do it as a pawn, not a king."

Belor raised the arbalest. "You're sure I won't use this?"

Ghost gave a little shrug. "You might. To protect Tagramon you'll have to. But you'll know you were used. That you're no better or finer or more clever than the other poor fools in this game. But the Dream does end. And that's what matters, isn't it?" Ghost took one more step. Belor's knuckles on the stock were ghastly white. Ghost smiled the smile of one condemned man to another. "When the bolt strikes, who will scream the loudest?"

Belor didn't look directly at Ghost; he glanced frantically in several directions as if looking for something he needed desperately. The one place he did not look was behind him. He forced a smile when a confused acolyte stumbled down the hall behind Ghost. "This was Joslyn's work, wasn't it?" Ghost's answer was another step closer to the stair. Belor pretended not to notice. He went on. "Impressive piece of work for someone who didn't dream, but I suppose she's healed herself. Pity."

Ghost knew Belor was stalling; he knew why. "You want to win without paying the price. I can't allow that. One more step and you will know the truth."

"I already know the truth!"

"You believe. All men do, when they choose one path over another. You are blessed by Somna, Priest. You are going to know."

Belor spat. "A blessing worthy of the Celestial Bitch—a curse with a pretty face."

"Now you're speaking like a true Ender."

Now Belor chuckled. "You believe, too. You judge me. But are you ready for the blessing you wish on me? Aren't you even a little curious about why I have done what I have done?"

"I'll guess: the Dream is corrupt, Somna hurt someone you loved, you can't bear your trivial allotment of pain. If you had listened to Enders as much as you spoke to them, I think you'd recognize the voice. It's yours." Ghost measured the distance.

The High Priest shook his head, and his smile was very strange. "I have a new reason."

Belor made a miracle.

It appeared in the air over his head, and spread too quickly for Ghost to avoid. But he did know it for what it was, for all that it was impossible. Ghost stood in the middle of a dream. Not his own, and not on the Nightstage. It took form from the raw matter of Somna's Dream, and came at Belor's whim.

Ghost almost forgot to breathe. "Blessed Somna..."

Ghost listened, tried to sense. After a moment he shook his head. Despite the numbness in what was left in Ghost's being, he saw the wonder there, and the beauty. Where Tagramon would bring his rag and bone of a god, Belor brought his dream. No pain followed it into the waking world. None at all.

Belor filled his stage. The first curtain lifted and Ghost saw a dream on the nightstage, guarded by freesouls that ringed the glow like sentinel hounds. He saw the silently moving Nightsoul that evaded them and slipped into the dream.

Ghost understood. Belor reaching the Emperor.

The mist-curtain came down and then parted again. Ghost saw Tagramon as a young acolyte, no different from all the others until a strange glow surrounded him, and from that glow came the face and voice of Somna.

Ghost nodded. Belor granting Tagramon a religious vision.

One by one Belor showed Ghost the steps of his plan: Belor appearing as 'The Echo of Malitus.' Belor manipulating the Enders' dreams. Belor creating the first Storm. The images flowed as easily as blood from a deep wound, rich and dark.

Ghost shook his head in wonder. "This is your curse, priest? The root of your hatred of Somna? The power to create waking dreams?!"

The play changed again. Belor sat on a high throne; the doorway to the catacombs was an arc of darkness behind him. "Yes, fool. Because my waking dreams differ from yours in one very tiny way—they change nothing." Belor was laughing. "Now do you understand? This is how Somna blessed me, Half-man. But what are my dreams? Fancies and hallucinations and pretty pictures. Not real. Not in the way the Celestial Bitch reserves for her dreams alone. Every day I create worlds grander, more beautiful, than the one Somna imagined. And every day I lose them. Every damned day... Don't speak to me of Gahon! Somna blessed me with my own demon; I've room for no other—"

They both felt it. A tremor, just a little one as earthquakes went. But it was as big as the world.

It's happening.

Ghost had nothing to put against it, and nothing to cling to except for one mad notion. Nothing to lose, now. Not even time. And in one important respect, Belor, your dream is very real. Ghost took the final step.

Belor didn't even notice. He cackled in triumph, and didn't stop when Ghost slipped his arm around the priest's skinny neck.

He escapes knowledge after all, Ghost mused. Somna is merciful.

"Everyone's pain is greater than everyone else's, in everyone's view. Somna gave you a wonderful gift, Belor. You were the one who turned it into a curse."

"You do not understand."

"Oh, but I do. At heart your reason is no better than an Ender's," Ghost said, sadly, "but it is new. I suppose that's something..."

The next sound was the snap of something hard and brittle snapping clean.




 
  


Chapter 19—The God Awakens
 

Joslyn told the two women all that she remembered—the fire, the smoke, the swords. Losing her mother and being found again.

Musa nodded. "Your mother was slain after the wall was breached; you survived by the Dreamer's smile alone. Daycia found you and brought you to me. Then I took you north and Daycia and Meleay hid in the abandoned Temple. The rest you know."

"The rest...? I know nothing! Why did you abandon me?"

"Abandon? Child, when ever did I not do what was needful for you?"

"It's not the same and you know it!"

Musa shook her head. "And you wonder why I call you 'Child?' Joslyn, only a child believes she is the center of all things. The years after the fall of the Temple were a very dangerous time. I could hide myself well enough, but you were a very strong dreamer, even as an infant. It was inevitable that the Temple would find you before I could even begin your training, and that would lead them directly to me. But finding one talented Dreamer with no memory of her past was less risk to me and you. How could I know Tagramon's attention would be so diverted that it took sixteen years to find you? So I stayed at the fringes of your life, for both our sakes. If you're going to ask questions, please make them sensible!"

Joslyn looked at her. "What was my mother's name?"

Musa smiled a sad little smile. "Jarel. She was a willful, obstinate child, too. I always see her in you."

Joslyn and Musa fell silent for a while, each content to remain in their own thoughts for a while. It was Daycia who first gave warning.

"Something's happening!"

All the dreams on the Ly Ossian Nightstage died at once; the Nightsouls came tumbling out and faded from the nightstage. The pain in the world felt like a tide; Joslyn held fast to her self, and that was the only thing that kept her from being swept away like the rest.

Hope we held them long enough...

Joslyn assessed the damage, and hope withered. The Nightstage looked like a reflection in a double mirror; beyond, she could see the lights of other dreams, vast dreams. She flitted close, found herself at a barrier that shimmered faintly in the misted light, and beyond it dreams she remembered, vast cities of light.

"What is it?!"

Daycia came stumbling out of the mist, her eyes wild. She came against the barrier and stopped, but not before Joslyn saw it give a little bit. She grabbed Daycia and pulled her back. "It used to be a wall. Now it's a gossamer, and getting weaker by the moment! Tagramon's slot-stick god is no mere vision; he is real! With links to Somna's dream that always call. Sooner or later he had to answer."

Musa joined them just in time to see the truth of what Joslyn said. A giant shaped like a man came out of the myth-dreams and walked with slow purpose toward the membrane. Musa measured the distance. "What happened to the wall?"

Joslyn laughed harshly. "This is the wall, weakened from holding what it was never meant to hold. It has about as much chance of stopping him as the barrier between sky and sea to keep a man from drowning."

There was resignation in Musa's eyes, fear in Daycia's. Neither of them moved. Joslyn glared at them. "What are you waiting for? 'We can't fight a god,' remember? Time is short and I've work to do."

Daycia trembled, but she did not run. "You told the truth, Joslyn. I'll do the same—tell me where I can hide from this and I'll damn well go there. Otherwise tell me how I can help you."

Joslyn glanced at Musa, who nodded. "Daycia speaks for me. Tell us what to do."

Joslyn saw the god touch the wall high above them, saw it tremble as his hand passed through. She turned to the others.

"Tonight," she said, "we find out just how grand our dreams can be."

*

Ghost found the Dream Master in the catacombs. He was hard to miss; he was surrounded by a muted glow, like a hooded beacon. Ghost almost thought he could see shadows on the surface of Tagramon's face cast by the fires within him.

"You were a fool to come here, Ghost. I had sought your death, but my transformation came sooner than expected and rendered you moot. I might have let you live."

"I don't think I'd do the same for you, Dream Master. You have too much to answer for. Even Belor could not carry all the blame alone, though his pride made him try."

"Where is Belor?"

"Gone, since there was no one to trap his Nightsoul. I killed him."

Tagramon's face went white. "Now I will kill you."

Ghost shook his head. "You will not. And I will tell you why."

Ghost told the story of Belor's deception, and what would happen when the god finally appeared. When Ghost was finished, Tagramon laughed.

It wasn't encouraging.

Ghost sighed. "You don't believe me, do you?"

The Dream Master's eyes flickered like the screens on a glass lantern, tendrils of smoke caressed his body. "No," he said, "I do not."

Ghost shielded his eyes. "Why?"

Tagramon put his hands on his hips. "Because you have a reason to lie, just as I have a reason not to believe you. Don't you see the sweet inevitability of it all?"

"I'm afraid I do." Ghost sighed. "I would lie to regain my Nightsoul, I think. And if you believe me you admit that the great work for which you dedicated your life is a lie. And, worse, a danger to the Dream and all you believe in. None of that changes the facts."

"Your truth is not my truth, Ghost."

"I said facts. Truth is a matter of belief. I have no belief, no faith, no sense of a higher purpose. All that belongs to my Nightsoul, not to me. I know what I know, Dream Master. You believe. It's not the same thing."

Tagramon shook his head. "Nonsense. This will happen—is happening. You're too late."

The Dream Master's back was to a dark wall. There were other niches carved into that wall, shadowed places where pale bones reflected the weak torchlight. The Dream Master didn't see that wall waver, become like glass. Ghost saw. I could do something silly like asking him to look. I don't think he'd do it. So...

"I think you are wrong again." Ghost took the little knife from his sleeve.

Tagramon laughed at him again. "Will you prick me with that toy, Fool? I could turn you to ash before you took a step!"

"You could. It won't be necessary." Ghost opened the robe over his chest and turned the blade until it touched the bare flesh over his own heart. When a glistening drop of blood gathered at the tip, Tagramon finally understood. He stopped laughing. 

Ghost nodded. "Thank you. It's bad enough when the salvation of a world demands your death. A little decorum is the least one should expect."

The Dream Master hands glowed red. "Stop where you are, I command it!"

Ghost frowned. "It was your word—happening. Not 'happened.' Your god has not joined you on the Daystage. You are not at one with your god... yet."

"Damn you, we're not prepared to hold your Nightsou--." Tagramon looked like he wanted to bite his own tongue off at the root.

"Inevitable," Ghost sighed, borrowing again. "I'm counting on that." Ghost's real opinion was that his own death no longer mattered. Another power would see that his Nightsoul did not escape. But Tagramon didn't know that.

"Stop—"

Decorum lost. Tagramon rushed forward with surprising speed and tackled Ghost, shoving him backward. Ghost's head banged against stone and he sagged and fell. It happened very quickly; Ghost almost didn't have time to turn the knife. Almost.

*

They weaved the dream like a net at the weakest point of the wall. It was more inspiration than plan, but there was no reason to explain that and no time; Musa and Daycia maintained the shell of a dream large enough to contain a god.

Now for the bait. What would tempt a god?

There was only one answer. Joslyn admired the gentle blasphemy of it for a heartbeat, then she created a world. It wasn't so very different from things she—and everyone—had done before, but the scale dared match the gods. Seas gathered, boiled, receded. Mountains rose and became continents, the sun and moon staked their hours and defended them, one against the other. And sometimes, when the moon was not so bright, there were stars.

Joslyn felt the need for a sip from the well of madness, but there wasn't time. Something was still missing. She thought of Tagramon, gritted her teeth, and did it anyway.

Come out now. All of you.

Some came. Not enough. And still Joslyn could scarce tell one soul from another. She strained until she felt as if her head would burst, borrowed every face from every person she could remember: Musa. Daycia and her folk. Deverea, the windfolk, and their children. Faces barely remembered from the market in Darsa. Joslyn closed her eyes, tried to hold the images. It was like catching water. She held one for a moment; it flowed into the next and left her a stew of fragments and distortions. Joslyn opened her eyes and groaned.

It won't be enough...

She was wrong. It was a feeble world, but Joslyn saw the god enter it and take possession, as the mad child had done to her pitiful image of a wasp, those years ago. The slotstick god gathered the seeds Joslyn had planted and tended them, his power coming to bear and sharpening the images Joslyn struggled to hold. She got her first good look at the newborn god then; he still seemed rough and unfinished, but the seams were not so visible now, the sums that made the whole not so easy to separate.

He still had Ghost's face.

That wasn't right. Joslyn didn't know why at first, but the thought nagged at her until she asked the next question. Where's Tagramon? He has to maintain control!

Joslyn waited as long as she dared while the god played with its world like a child, then released the dream to him. There was barely a flicker. She slipped closer, trying to lose herself in the faceless ones, the ones who had not, for good or ill, attracted divine attention. She found the answer, a tiny shadow perched daintily on the god's massive shoulder. It whispered and chattered like a monkey, its face inches from the god's ear. It looked a little like the traditional portraits of Gahon the Destroyer, a shrunken, dwarfish little demon, but mostly it looked like someone else.

Tagramon. Joslyn had seen enough Nightsouls to know that the one who controlled the god was not the sum of the Dream Master. A piece, perhaps. Maybe one he didn't even miss. Still...

You robbed Ghost. Who robbed you?

YOU ARE A GOOD OPPONENT, JOSLYN. IT ALMOST WORKED.

It was all the warning she had. There was barely time to comprehend the words before the dream was ripped apart. Joslyn stood with Musa and Daycia and the deity on the nightstage. Joslyn didn't know what had happened. She did know that the god was as confused as they were. The imp on his shoulder chattered and shrieked, pointing at the three dreamers and jumping up and down. In a moment they had the slotstick god's full attention. Joslyn glanced behind her, saw what a flimsy gossamer stood between them and the waking world.

She smiled a rueful smile. It did work. But someone let the god out of our bag. It wouldn't need any more help. The air above their heads sizzled with power; Joslyn felt the little hairs rising on her neck. A storm was brewing on the nightstage; in a moment it would spill into the waking world. Nothing in Ghost's worst abuse of Somna's Dream will match this...

They chose their avatars. Musa spread harpy wings; Daycia stretched and unsheathed the claws of a great cat. Joslyn alone kept the form she normally carried, but all three put all their will into the chosen form, summoning images of strength and power.

On the nightstage, everyone is a god. There was a seed of truth in that, but Joslyn knew that nothing less than the full flower would do. They would fight because there was no choice. They would fall because there was no chance.

Clear thought is such a burden --

Joslyn suddenly wasn't so burdened. The imp disappeared. One moment he was there, and the next the god was alone, looking more confused. The seams in his flesh returned, spread, deepened. He looked like a puzzle box. Joslyn heard the flap of the harpy's wings, sensed the tension as the leopard prepared to spring.

"No!"

Joslyn held them. It took all her strength, but neither the harpy nor the great cat completed its attack. Daycia's voice rumbled in her throat. "Joslyn, what are you doing?!"

Joslyn didn't know. She did have a sense of disaster avoided by the width of a knife-edge. Musa was the first to understand. "Whatever that thing was, it held him together, and now it's gone. We attack now and we give the god something outside himself to focus on. Few things are a better reason to live than the threat of death."

They stepped back slowly. Harpy wings and black fur disappeared. Three bare nightsouls moved apart from each other and retreated into the mist.

THAT ALMOST WORKED, TOO. BUT I'VE WAITED TOO LONG.

Damn it, who are you?!

Joslyn was the first to see the other. He strode out of the myth-dreams in robes of black, and under the hood of his robe there was nothing. Nothing at all.

Malitus!

She didn't see the God of Ending's smile, but she knew it was there. The empty hood focused on the patchwork deity.

"Face me, Godling."

The slotstick turned slowly and began to heal itself. Joslyn clenched her fists. Not this time, Ender. One god is enough --

But that wasn't right, was it? One was too much, but the slotstick god was literally made of nightsouls dreaming small, controlled dreams. Its nature made its presence on the nightstage understandable, almost inevitable. But no other god was like the patchwork god. No other god could exist outside the Myth-dreams created for them by their followers.

No other god...

One moment of understanding, and Joslyn finally did choose an avatar, one very different from harpies and cats and images of power; something small and wizened, something with a little impish face and the wings of a gadfly. She soared above the dream and landed on the slotstick god's shoulder. She whispered into his ear.

"Listen."

*

The great weight was gone. Feran was awake, but it was hard to be awake. It hurt his eyes; it hurt his mind. The others were in pain, too. He tried not to be aware of them, of the stifled sounds they made. There was too much he didn't understand, but he—they, were threatened by the god in black. He understood that, understood what must be done. It came naturally to a god...

YOU'RE NOT A GOD.

The voice again. It told him lies, but it had no power. And he had no time. "Go away."

YOU DON'T EVEN KNOW WHERE YOU ARE.

"The place of mortal dreams. The Nightstage."

It was trying to confuse him. He would not allow it. He tried to swat the insect on his shoulder, but it was too quick for him. It buzzed around his head like a gnat and settled again by his ear. IF YOU ARE A GOD, it went on, relentless, WHAT IS YOUR NAME?

"I—" He stopped. He had a name, but it didn't belong, not to all the hidden ones who were part of him, not to the whole they made. It was his. "—don't know."

LIAR. YOU KNOW, YOU REMEMBER. BUT IT ISN'T THE NAME OF A GOD, IS IT? THERE'S AN EMPTY SHELL IN THE WAKING WORLD, AND HE'S WAITING FOR YOU. WAITING TO REMEMBER HIS NAME.

Feran couldn't shut it out. He tried. For an instant a mortal dream appeared before his eyes; he saw an image of a sad-faced man in the robes of an adept. It was too late not to realize where he was, what it meant. He remembered what had happened to him and the others. He felt their separateness, felt their pain and knew it would soon tear the feeble union apart.

The Adversary didn't wait that long. He became lightning, and he flickered and hissed through a gathering storm. His voice was thunder incarnate. "Little God, I'm going to burn you."

The Adversary's power enveloped him, but there was no fire, not yet.

HE HAS TO FINISH THIS PLAY, AND THAT REQUIRES YOU TO REMAIN A GOD A LITTLE LONGER. HE'S NOT MALITUS, NOT WHO HE SEEMS. HIS NAME IS --

A misty hand held up for silence. "I know who I am. I know where I am. It's enough." He spoke to the image of the God of Ending. "Burn me. I won't stop you."

The Adversary laughed and the heavens rolled. "Truly a sad world where a newborn god is in such a hurry to die."

The slotstick, the patchwork god gathered strength instead of storms and noise. Understanding gave him a plan, but did not remove fear. The world might stand one small use of power, and again it might not. They were too close to the waking world; their power would destroy it. But if the legends were true... "I can't stop you. No one can stop you now. Except, perhaps, yourself."

Confusion. Just an instant. Perfect.

"Why should I—"

Time itself hadn't a chance to move. The patchwork god closed the gap between himself and the image of Malitus and took hold of the lightning with desperate, divine strength. He held the hood in a grip an earthquake wouldn't loosen. The Adversary didn't move.

"That's right; I know you. You've found a hidden way into the Dream, a mask that will let you destroy it from within. It was masterful, your triumph deserved. Use it. But there's just one condition if you do—I swear that your own true face will be the very last thing the Dreamer sees before her dream ends. She will know you, and when she awakens she will remember."

Nothing moved. Across the Nightstage all dreams were still.

"It's a simple choice," the patchwork god said. "Make it."

*

On the plain before the city of Ly Ossia, the army of Malitus watched a theater in the sky. One of the players was a scarecrow giant, but, at the sight of the other, Brother Ligen's face shone with the light of heaven.

"See! Malitus himself has come to lead us!"

A great shout went up from the plain; a thousand curved knives were held aloft to catch the rising sun. On the city walls, bows were drawn, pole-arms made ready, but everyone kept their eyes on the sky, watching the doings of gods as if through a distorted glass.

Brother Ligen held his own knife high. "Follow—He didn't get to finish. Another shout came from the army, but it was not of joy. Ligen saw what everyone else saw: Malitus seized by the scarecrow giant. Malitus held like a rag doll. Malitus retreating from the sky to leave the spindly god alone in triumph. Ligen's throat felt like ashes; it was hard to speak, but he tried. He spoke of signs, of tests. He spoke of what the vision meant. Some listened, and held close to him. Others did not. They had their own ideas about the meaning of defeat.

They ran.


*

The gadfly was gone. In its place was a young woman with long, dark hair and a voice of command. "Come out. Now."

"Wait," he said. He didn't know why.

"No. You've done enough damage."

"Damage..." The confusion was coming back. "I saved the dream!"

"Only because you know the proper place for a god. Is this it?"

It was not. And with the Adversary and the Dream Master's avatar both gone, there was nothing to hold the dreamers together. Nothing but himself. He looked back at the way he had come, but the woman shook her head. "Even a god dies at the proper time, and it is time. Break free; the others will follow you."

Every word distracted, every truth drove in the wedge a little more. You. The others. He was Feran. Separate. Alone. The unity split apart, the god emptied like a burst sack of grain and scattered. When it was over the kernel that was himself stood before the dark dreamer.

"What are you waiting for?" she asked.

"I don't remember the way," he said.

The hardness was gone from the woman's eyes; it wasn't needed. She held out her hand. "That's all right," she said. "I'll show you."

*

Joslyn moved warily in the catacombs, but as far as she could tell, she was alone. Once a sudden rattle in a pile of bones startled her, but it was only a rat, more frightened than she was. It disappeared behind a pile of skulls.

Joslyn found a trail of blood. It glistened darkly in the weak light.

Right or left?

The droplets seemed to splash more to the left. She followed that way and found the Dream Master. His robes were caked with blood, his eyes open and staring. She knew he was dead, had known since the imp vanished from the nightstage. It was quite another thing to see the blood, feel the stillness of his body. Now revenge was satisfied, now the anger could leave her alone. And it did leave her alone, all alone with a cold, empty place inside where it had lived. She wondered if the emptiness would ever go away.

Joslyn backtracked until she found the chamber. Ghost lay slumped against the near wall, a trickle of blood coming from his scalp. Perhaps the injury was worse than it looked, but then again... Stubborn nightsoul? It worked before. She drew back and slapped Ghost hard across the face. His eyes shot open, his arms flailed.

"Damn!"

Joslyn danced out of reach and gave him her brightest smile. "Good morning."

Ghost slumped back against the wall, rubbing his eyes and cheek. Joslyn studied his face, looking for... something. She wasn't sure what, but she'd know it when she saw it.

Ghost stopped moaning long enough to notice her. "I think I know you," he said.

"Does that matter?"

"I think so," he said, "because if I do, then I deserved that swat. If not, then I have a right to be angry. I think being angry would feel marvelous just now."

"You know me," Joslyn said, "but I'm sure we can work something out."

Ghost started to laugh but winced instead. "I'm sorry. We—I, know you, Joslyn. I am whole again. But I'm also a little confused right now."

"You've been less than a man and more than a god all in the same day. That's enough to confuse anyone."

Ghost slowly massaged his jaw. "What's happening above?"

 Joslyn pulled a kerchief from her belt and started to dab at the blood on Ghost's head. "The Watchers killed the few Enders who didn't flee with their god. And it seems dear Musa had a few hidden followers, too. She's securing the Temple now; Daycia and her folk will join Musa here in a few days. Without Belor and Tagramon to disturb his dreams I doubt the Emperor will interfere."

Ghost nodded. "That's as it should be. And I'm sure Musa will have a place for you—ow!"

Joslyn was still smiling, but she was putting a lot more pressure on the wound than was really needed. "So now I go back to making auguries? Not likely. The average man's dreams are a bubbling swamp; I've waded in them quite enough."

Ghost pried the cloth loose from her fingers and applied it himself. "You're a Temple Dreamer. What else can you do?"

"What else?! Ghost, I've found the road of the gods!"

Ghost groaned. "So did I, Joslyn. An adept working alone, and you see where it got me. I want you to promise you won't take that road again."

Joslyn rested her hands on her knees. "Was that actual concern in your voice? No, of course not. Well, I'll strike you a bargain—I'll make that promise if you will." She saw Ghost shake his head. "Why not?"

"Because I spent years to find it, and my way was no less difficult than yours. And because everything we do, everything we feel, everything we are is there, with them... There's not an idea or ideal in this world that isn't reflected there, and in its cleanest, most archetypal form. The Nightstage is a cluttered mess by comparison. I have to go back. I have to understand."

Joslyn nodded. "I knew your answer before you spoke. You know mine."

Ghost smiled at her then, and Joslyn saw the thing that had been missing from Ghost's face all along—fear. His own fear, not borrowed, not imagined. He was whole again; he could feel. Pain, for instance. He seemed to be expecting it.

"Joslyn, I saved your life and you've done as much for me. I am whole again, and you've rid yourself of some old burdens. The debt is settled between us; I have no claim on you. But I have learned the Mythstage is no place for anyone alone. For what we've seen, and what we still must do, I think we could work well together."

Joslyn's smile was like a cat's—all teeth. She shook her head. "Settled? And what kept you tied to this world while awaiting your glorious restoration? Who sacrificed strength and energy and a great deal of time nurturing—you know the truth of it—an inhuman thing? The Dream may be worth that, but I don't know if you are. So I want that time back, Ghost. You're going to give it to me. You'll start by telling me your name. After that you're going to help me find a friend who's still lost in the Dark Sea. After that... well, I make no promises."

Ghost sighed. "Who taught you to bargain like that?"

"Musa," she said, "and the Dream Master. Two rather fine teachers, and I'm afraid you're no match for me. Your name, Ghost. That's the least part of your debt."

"All right, but it was a long time for me, too. Can't I keep my name for myself, just a little longer?"

Joslyn helped him stand. "Come with me."

"Where are we going?"

"Where are we now?" she shot back.

"The Dwelling of the Blessed Dead."

"And what belongs in the Dwelling of the Blessed Dead?"

Ghost considered. "The Blessed Dead?"

"Are we either Blessed or Dead?"

Ghost went along with Joslyn's odd catechism, not really sure where it was headed but strangely eager for the trip.

"Not now," he said, "just living fragments of the Dream."

"Very good. Now let's go join the other living fragments of Somna's Dream. Then perhaps it won't be so difficult for you to share yourself with me."

Ghost leaned on Joslyn till the room stopped spinning. "All right, but when you decide—whether I was worth saving, I mean—will you let me know?"

Joslyn smiled. "That's one promise I will make."

And with Joslyn's hand on his arm, the man once called Ghost took his first cautious steps back into the living world.




 
  


Epilogue
 

 In a place not so very far from Somna's world another dream died. Gahon tried to gather the pitiful fragments together but there weren't enough left to save. He watched the last of them slip through his taloned fingers and vanish.


So tired....

 He managed a smile. It wasn't difficult; there was humor in his failure—the creatures of Somna's dream actually thought she didn't know. She knew; it was her dream.


But that isn't how this game is played.

 In that place not so very far from Somna's world Gahon, first called The Lover, returned to sleep. It smoothed his scaly brow and made him less the demon, less the Prince of Nightmares. In time he began a new dream—Gahon chose his images and pictured the game as a chess board this time, saw his pieces in place for the winning move. There was one small obstacle.

 It wasn't his turn.

 Somna chose a piece Gahon hadn't noticed before, a figurine of jade, deep-carved and intricate. She picked it up with long slim fingers and set it before Gahon's king. The stone made a merciless click as it took its place on the board.

 "The Changeling...." he muttered. His opponent just smiled in that infuriating way she had, clearer than words and much more painful. You've lost again. Gahon looked at her. "I still have one move. The final one."

 Somna's smile never wavered. The change was all in her eyes. "Revenge is better than nothing, I'm told. And there are those who settle for that—when they lose everything else."

 "My patience isn't infinite."

 "And that move is yours to make," she said, "whenever you wish."

 Gahon studied the vast dream that was their playing field. After awhile—not long, he remembered that look—he shook his head and let his king retreat into the lost gray places at the edge of the dream. "How long will you test me, Somna?"

 "Till you weary of the Game."

 "Or until I win?"

 Gahon didn't expect an answer and she gave none. Soon the Dream began to change, as it always did whether the moves were planned or not. Gahon studied the patterns.

 "Your move, My Love." 


 The End 
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